
 

 

 

Press Release  

 

Renaissance Watercolours: from Dürer to Van Dyck  

Supported by V&A Members  

Gallery 38 

16 May 2020 – 20 September 2020 

vam.ac.uk/renaissance-watercolours | #RenaissanceWatercolours 

 

Renaissance Watercolours: from Dürer to van Dyck, opening in May 2020, 

will bring together 200 rarely-seen masterpieces to present the early 

watercolour as a unified art form for the first time. Exploring the 

development of watercolour painting during the Renaissance and the 

‘Age of Discovery’, the exhibition will celebrate its pivotal role in 

documenting, interpreting and understanding places, nature and 

people.  

 

During the Renaissance, watercolour painting was a versatile and 

progressive European art form, yet it remains surprisingly little known. 

Due to their light-sensitivity watercolours are rarely displayed, and great works in this medium 

have traditionally been separated across specialist fields in different collections. Renaissance 

Watercolours will finally unite some of the finest examples of watercolour from the V&A – 

home to the national collections of watercolours and portrait miniatures – and many other 

world-renowned UK and international collections.  

 

Featuring vibrant sketches by Leonardo da Vinci and Sir Anthony van Dyck, highly-finished 

works by Albrecht Dürer and Simon Bening, and life-like portrait miniatures by Hans Holbein 

and Nicholas Hilliard, Renaissance Watercolours will chart how watercolour evolved from the 

margins of illuminated manuscripts to gaining independence as a powerful art form in its own 

right.  

 

The exhibition will centre on the three fundamental genres of landscape, natural history and 

portraiture, with an introduction on the origins and techniques of watercolour, and a final 

section on the wider world – highlighting how this varied medium reached as far afield as Asia 

and the Americas.  

 

Mark Evans, curator of Renaissance Watercolours, said: ‘I have dreamed of mounting this 

exhibition for twenty years and am thrilled at the support and co-operation that made this 

ambitious project possible. Renaissance Watercolours aims to redefine this important subject, 

bringing together some of the finest examples of watercolour painting.’  

  

‘Origins and Technique’ will show that the genres of landscape, natural history and portraiture 

were well-known in Antiquity and re-discovered during the Renaissance, through buried 

ancient frescoes, a 3rd century Roman portrait, and Renaissance copies reproducing lost 



classical works. The section will also introduce materials and techniques to challenge our 

traditional perception of watercolour, showcasing unfinished sketches, paintings of different 

sizes and on varied surfaces, for example a rediscovered Spanish triptych unseen since the 

1880s. Closing the section will be intricate illuminations by Giulio Clovio, who was celebrated 

by his contemporaries as ‘a new Michelangelo in little’. 

 

The second section ‘Landscapes’ will explore the development of landscape painting in 

watercolour, from practical yet beautifully-executed maps and calendars of the Months to 

naturalistic representations of scenery, which helped establish landscape painting as a formal 

genre. Highlights will include two Leonardo da Vinci maps lent by Her Majesty The Queen from 

the Royal Collection, the earliest view of London in a book of medieval poems by Charles 

d’Orleans, lent by the British Library, and observational studies by Dürer, Federico Barocci and 

Van Dyck.  Joris Hoefnagel’s Nonsuch Palace from the South – the earliest and most detailed 

depiction of Henry VIII’s famed lost palace – will also be on display. Acquired by the V&A with 

the assistance of the National Heritage Memorial Fund and the Art Fund in 2016, this 

translucent painting will be shown for the first time beside its more graphic sister-work from 

the British Museum.   

 

‘Animals & Plants’ will reveal how representations of flora and fauna evolved in the 

Renaissance, bringing together decorative borders from books of hours, with works by Dürer, 

Hans Hoffmann, Jacopo Ligozzi, and Jacques de Gheyn. Fuelled by scientific progress and 

curiosity about the world, highly-skilled artists began to portray rare plants and animals in a 

more scientific and analytical way. Twenty-five exquisite botanical watercolours by Jacques le 

Moyne will be on display alongside their original binding, and Dürer’s Stag Beetle will be shown 

in the UK for the first time in 25 years, on loan from the J. Paul Getty Museum. 

 

Drawing on the V&A’s collection of portrait miniatures and notable loans, ‘The Portrait’ will 

explore the ‘heraldic persona’ and trace the emergence of the earliest miniatures from 

manuscripts, before celebrating the peak of this genre attained by Hilliard, Isaac Oliver and 

Samuel Cooper. Prized as ‘secret’ works of art, portrait miniatures played a unique social role by 

conveying symbolic or intimate meanings. The exhibition will feature depictions of rulers and 

artists, husbands and wives, as well as enigmatic sitters whose identity has been lost. Hilliard’s 

Unknown Man Against a Background of Flames and Cooper’s Portrait of Margaret Lemon 

showing Van Dyck’s lover in cross-dress will be exhibited alongside an impressive range of 

minutely detailed miniatures, preparatory drawings and larger, full-length cabinet miniatures.  

 

Concluding with ‘The Wider World’, Renaissance Watercolours will look beyond Europe to the 

Americas and Asia. At a time of growing exploration, maritime trade and cultural exchange, it 

will first examine how the New World was perceived and explored by Europeans.  It will then 

turn to Asia – which had its own ancient tradition of watercolour painting – and reveal how 

both cultures looked at and engaged one another in dialogue. Highlights include the first black 

man depicted in a European portrait miniature, by Giovanna Garzoni, a portrait of a European 

by an unknown Mughal artist around 1600, and Le Moyne’s A Young Daughter of the Picts 

alongside an embroidered garment, showing how the patterns on Elizabethan embroidered 

textiles influenced the artist’s reimagining of the tattooed ancient Britons. 

 



-ENDS- 

 

Notes to Editors  

•       Renaissance Watercolours: from Dürer to Van Dyck runs from 16 May – 20 September 

2020. 

•       Advance tickets are £15, concessions from £12. Tickets available now.  

•       Renaissance Watercolours: from Dürer to Van Dyck is curated for the V&A by Mark Evans.  

•       The exhibition will be accompanied by a new V&A publication, and a series of related 

events, courses and creative workshops.  

•       The V&A is home to the national collections of watercolours and portrait miniatures. 

 

Social Media 

Twitter: @V_and_A 

Instagram: @vamuseum 

Facebook: @VictoriaandalbertMuseum 

 

 

Support for the V&A is more vital than ever. Please help us by acknowledging the support of 

V&A Members and GRoW @ Annenberg. 

 

About V&A Members 

V&A Members enjoy free, unlimited access to world-class exhibitions all year along with 

discounts in the shops and cafés, previews of new exhibitions and galleries, the exclusive 

Members’ Room, specially curated Members-only events and priority booking to the V&A’s 

evening talks programme and courses. 

 

About GRoW @ Annenberg 

GRoW @ Annenberg is the philanthropic initiative led by Gregory Annenberg Weingarten, a 

Vice President and Director of the Annenberg Foundation. GRoW is dedicated to supporting 

humanitarian efforts across the globe, as well as innovative projects in health, education, the 

arts, the environment and civic & cultural life. 

 

Learn more at www.growannenberg.org 
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For further PRESS information about Renaissance Watercolours: from Dürer to Van Dyck please 

contact Sophie Steel on s.steel@vam.ac.uk/ +44 (0)20 7942 2279 (not for publication). A 

selection of press images is available to download free of charge from pressimages.vam.ac.uk 
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