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Since the spring of 2013, visitors have had the unique opportunity to experience at first 
hand the greatest public restoration in the history of the Belvedere. They can witness 
how a masterpiece is being examined, conserved, restored, and researched. In around 
1490, Rueland Frueauf the Elder (1440/45–1507) created an altarpiece and eight 
paintings from its wings have been preserved in the Belvedere’s collection of medieval 
art. They are among the most remarkable Late Gothic paintings from Central Europe and 
will be shown in the fall of 2015 in the first major Rueland Frueauf exhibition at the 
Lower Belvedere.  
 
“The Belvedere owns one of the most important collections of medieval art in Central Europe, 
including the ensemble of outstanding artworks by Rueland Frueauf, one of the most influential 
artists in the region of Austria and Bavaria at the time of transition between the Middle Ages and 
the early modern period,” Agnes Husslein-Arco, Director of the Belvedere explained. “In line 
with a museum’s key role of education, we opted for a public restoration to keep both 
specialists and the general public up to date on the progress of this extraordinary project, 
launching a venture that is highly demanding but also a crowd-puller,” Agnes Husslein-Arco 
continued.  
 
The scientific analyses and findings will be incorporated in the exhibition, the very first to focus 
on Frueauf father and son and their circle, which will fill an important gap in research. Besides 
safeguarding and stabilizing the paintings, it is the team’s task to respectfully revive the 
original aesthetic of the works.  
 
Special project: public restoration 
 
For a period of more than two years, the experts will be working on these paintings in the 
Upper Belvedere where, two days a week, the doors to the temporary workshop in the octagon 
are opened. Visitors can literally peer over the shoulders of the conservators and witness 
current progress. A blog documents the latest developments at     
schaurestaurierung.belvedere.at. 
 
This extraordinary restoration is being funded mainly by donations. The public can contribute 
to preserving this art-historically important work by Rueland Frueauf the Elder. The Belvedere 
offers sponsors unique possibilities for contributions toward conserving the eight altarpiece 
paintings, ranging from 20 EUR to 500 EUR.  
  



 

 
 

Rueland Frueauf the Elder 
 
Along with Michael Pacher, Frueauf and his eponymous son were among the greatest artists in 
the region of Austria and Bavaria at this time of transition from the Middle Ages to the early 
modern period. At the beginning of his career he worked in Salzburg, where he is first 
documented in the accounts book of St. Peter’s in 1470. In 1484 at the latest, Frueauf moved 
his workshop to Passau. In 1490/91, he created a vast altarpiece for Salzburg, which was 
believed to have been situated in the high chancel at the abbey church of St. Peter’s or the 
cathedral and was probably dismantled in the early seventeenth century – one of the panels 
has a restorer’s note of 1619. All of the paintings from the shrine’s wings have been 
preserved. In 1807 these were transferred from Salzburg’s archiepiscopal collection of 
paintings to the Imperial Picture Gallery at the Belvedere in Vienna and are now divided into 
eight separate panels. With the wings closed, the retable shows the Annunciation to the Virgin 
Mary (inv. 4838), Nativity (inv. 4955), Adoration of the Magi (inv. 4839), and the Assumption of 
the Virgin Mary (inv. 4844). When the wings were opened, one could see the four scenes of 
the Passion on a brocade gold ground: Agony in the Garden (inv. 4840), Flagellation of Christ 
(inv. 4841), Christ Bearing the Cross (inv. 4842), and the Crucifixion (inv. 4843). These 
paintings are frequently signed with the monogram “R.F.” and dated “1490” or “1491” and 
thus hold a pivotal position in the artist’s oeuvre, demonstrating both a secure attribution and 
artistic excellence. They reflect Frueauf’s brilliance in large-scale compositions revealing a 
balanced linearity and vibrant colors. The preparatory underdrawings are of an equally high 
quality. In the preliminary stages of the project, these were revealed in a complete series of 
infrared reflectography images. A uniform stroke and line could be detected and these have 
provided the first extensive resource for studying the master’s drawing technique. Moreover, 
this has refuted earlier stylistic assessments in which the Life of the Virgin scenes were seen 
to reflect a greater contribution of the workshop than the paintings of the Passion.  
 
The altarpiece  
 
Rueland Frueauf the Elder created an unusually tall altarpiece with a shrine measuring over 4.5 
x 3 meters. On the altarpiece’s two wings, painted on both sides, there were two vertically 
stacked paintings. These eight pictures from the destroyed altarpiece ensemble are today in 
the Belvedere’s permanent collection of medieval art. Each panel measures about 2.09 x 1.34 
meters. They are composed of between eight and ten spruce boards glued along the vertical 
joints, partially with canvas and oakum applied, and with a grounding. The composition was 
painted onto the ground using a paintbrush. The upper third sections of the four images facing 
the shrine’s interior were engraved into the ground and then gilded with gold leaf applied to 
the poliment. The painting was composed of several layers of pigments in an oil-based binder 
and was then varnished.  
 
  



 

 
 

Condition 
 
The panels’ history tells a tale typical of art and cultural history over the past centuries. The 
exact date when the panels were detached from their altarpiece is still unknown. 444 years 
after they were created, these four panels, painted on both sides, were separated into eight 
panels at the Kunsthistorisches Museum in Vienna, sometime between 1930 and 1934.  
This massive intervention has weakened the panels significantly. Movements and distortions 
arising from changes in the wood’s moisture content resulted in cracking in the paint layers in 
some places. Exit holes around the edges and joints reveal traces of earlier worm damage. 
Paint layers have loosened and there is also evidence of blistering; losses of paint and the 
ground extend as far as the wooden support. Mounting holes, bored even before the panels 
were separated, suggest they were not always used as originally intended. Today the condition 
of the eight panels is largely stable and yet they still reveal a variety of damage ranging from 
cracking, to surface dirt, paint layers that are loosened and blistered, over-cleaned and thus 
reduced as well as corroded, old putty fillings, darkened retouchings and yellowed, unevenly 
applied varnish giving the appearance of staining. 
 
Restoration at the Belvedere 
 
These eight panels by Rueland Frueauf the Elder shared a common role as the wings of the 
shrine. Their conservation and restoration have taken account of the massive interventions 
after they were removed from this original role as part of an altarpiece and past reworkings 
and restoration. The aims are to safeguard the original supports and layers of paint as well as 
reviving the paintings’ overall aesthetic as an ensemble.  
Findings concerning the panels’ condition are based on visual and microscopic analyses, 
observations in ultraviolet light, X-rays (Prof. Manfred Schreiner, scientific laboratory at the 
Academy of Fine Arts Vienna), infrared reflectography (Gabriel Dette, University of Darmstadt), 
dendrochronological investigations (Prof. Klein, Institute for Wood Biology, University of 
Hamburg), cross-sectional analysis of paint layers and scientific analyses (Dr. Robert Linke, 
Federal Office of Monuments’ main laboratory). The results and findings from these analyses 
will be included in an exhibition catalog; the restored panels are to be presented in a 
temporary exhibition and then integrated into the Belvedere’s permanent displays of medieval 
art.  
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