
A visit to this wonderful museum is a must – do not miss it. Some effort is required to get 
there (at least from Midtown Manhattan) but this makes the experience even more rewarding 
when you eventually arrive.

The Cloisters is a branch of the Metropolitan Museum of Art devoted to the art and 
architecture of medieval Europe. It was assembled from architectural elements, both domestic 
and religious, that date from the 12th to the 15th century. The building and its cloistered 
gardens – located in Fort Tryon Park in Upper Manhattan – are treasures in themselves, 
effectively part of the collection which houses sculpture, tapestries, illuminated manuscripts, 
goldsmiths’ and silversmiths’ work, paintings, stained glass, enamels, and ivories.

The Cloisters which opened in 1938, gets its name from the portions of five medieval 
French cloisters – Saint-Michel-de-Cuxa, Saint-Guilhem-le-Désert, Bonnefont-en-
Comminges, Trie-en-Bigorre, and Froville – that were incorporated into the modern museum 
building. The result is not a copy of any particular medieval structure but an ensemble of 
spaces, rooms, and gardens that provide a harmonious and evocative setting in which 
visitors can experience the rich tradition of medieval artistic production. 

The Cloisters (a branch of the Metropolitan Museum)

Fort Tryon Park
New York, NY 10040
Tel: (recorded information) 212-923-3700
www.metmuseum.org



Opening Hours

9.30am – 4.45pm Tuesday to Sunday (November – February)
9.30am – 5.15pm Tuesday to Sunday (March – October)
Closed Mondays; also closed Thanksgiving, Christmas Day and New Year’s Day

Admission

$20 recommended for adults; $15 recommended for senior citizens (65 and over);  
$10 recommended for students.  Children under 12 are free.

How To Get There

Bus: From the main Metropolitan Museum: At Madison Avenue and 83rd Street, take M4 bus 
directly to the last stop (Fort Tryon Park – The Cloisters).

Subway: Take the A train to 190th Street, exit station by elevator, and walk north along 
Margaret Corbin Drive for approximately 10 minutes.

Access for the Disabled

A van is available to assist wheelchair users and other visitors with mobility impairments 
to enter the museum. The Cloisters has some limited access for visitors with mobility 
impairments. Call 212-650-2211 for more information and to make arrangements. 
Wheelchairs are available to borrow free of charge.

Met Store

There is a branch of the Met Store at The Cloisters stocking publications and reproductions 
produced by the museum, as well as other books and merchandise, with an emphasis on the 
art of the Middle Ages.



Robert Campin

The Annunciation Triptych (Mérode Altarpiece)  	c1425

The central panel of the Mérode Altarpiece invites us into the comfortable confines of an early 
15th century northern European bourgeois domestic interior. A curiously large bench extends 

the whole length of the room, its back blocking off the fireplace. Lounging on the floor, her elbow 
propped against the bench, the Virgin Mary (enveloped in a voluminous robe – each crease of 
drapery carefully modeled) is immersed in her reading of the Bible, seemingly oblivious to the 
import of the moment. The angel Gabriel has entered the room with a commendable lack of fanfare, 
perhaps through the door which opens into the left wing of the triptych. His right hand is already 
raised in a gesture of benefaction so he will make his presence known in the next second or two. 
Indeed his divine mission is very close to completion for we can see above his wings the tiny figure 
of a child (representing the fully formed body and soul of Jesus) transported through the circular 
window along a beam of light. The minuscule figure carries a cross, a bleak reminder of Christ’s 
eventual destiny.  

The room seems to be jammed full and yet there are only two occupants and two major items 
of furniture. This claustrophobia has been caused by the unnaturally abrupt perspectival recession 
used by Campin inducing in us the feeling that we are seeing things from a bird’s eye view with 
the floor and the table sloping towards us. It can’t be long, we feel, before the vase, candlestick and 
book slide from the table into the lap of the Virgin. However, Campin was at the forefront of the 
new naturalism in Netherlandish art, not only in his experiments with perspective and his use of 
oil as a medium for his pigments but also in his wonderfully meticulous representation of everyday 
objects – many of which are introduced in order to elucidate the Christian message. 

Lilies are usually present in any representation of the Annunciation – they are an ancient symbol 
of fecundity but in the Christian tradition they became associated with the Virgin Mary, their white 
color (echoed here in the cloth she is holding) alluding to her purity and chastity. Here Campin 
has positioned three lilies very centrally in a vase on the table. One flower is still in bud and it has 
been suggested that this may refer to the incipient arrival of Jesus in fetal form, thus completing 
the Trinity. Next to the vase stands a candlestick, the flame very recently extinguished, a diminutive 
plume of smoke rising from the still hot wick. This would seem to be a reference to St Bridget’s idea 
that the worldly light emitted by the flame is no match for the divine radiance associated with the 
arrival of Christ.

Waiting in the wings – in this case the left wing – the donor and his wife kneel at the half 
open door, awed to be in the presence of such exalted company. He can be identified as Pieter 
Ingelbrecht from the coat of arms which appears in the window of the Virgin’s chamber. He 
married Gretgin Schrinmechers at some point in the 1420s – her name can be translated as 
‘Carpenter’ which forms a nice equivalence with Joseph’s depiction in the opposite wing. 

Joseph is in his workshop surrounded by the tools of his trade, heedless of the events depicted 



in the rest of the triptych. Joseph, rarely represented at the Annunciation, is here shown drilling 
holes in a piece of wood – possibly the top for a footwarmer. However, of more interest, we can 
see that he has also been manufacturing mousetraps, one of which is on display – no doubt for 
sale – on a shelf projecting into the town square. These prosaic objects have provided lots of 
fun for scholars as the symbolism surrounding them seems to be many layered. Suffice it to say 
that the mouse was associated with the Devil, one reason being that it infested and devoured 
food, so St Joseph, in making a device for the destruction of mice, is symbolically victorious over 
the Devil. St Augustine also maintained that the marriage of Mary to Joseph only took place as 
a cover for the birth of the son of God, in order to deceive the Devil in the same way that the 
mouse is fooled by the bait in a trap. So the husband of the Virgin (who is shown in other roughly 
contemporary works as a rather pathetic stooge) is engaged in important work ensnaring Satan. 

Until fairly recently scholarly opinion was split as to the attribution of a body of work which 
was variously ascribed to The Master of Flémalle, The Master of Mérode and Robert Campin. Most 
authorities now accept that the work of the two masters should now be attributed to Campin: 
and we can see in this beautiful Annunciation (one of the earliest to be set in a domestic interior 
rather than an ecclesiastical context) why Campin’s groundbreaking work was so important as 
the jumping off point for van Eyck and the Netherlandish masters of the 15th century.  

Geoffrey Smith

Contemporary Works
1423 Gentile da Fabriano:  Adoration	of	the	Magi, Florence, Galleria degli Uffizi 
1425 Masaccio:  The	Holy	Trinity,	Florence, Santa Maria Novella

Robert Campin
Probably born between 1375 and 1379
1405-6 Recorded as a painter in Tournai.
1410 Becomes a citizen of Tournai. We can probably therefore conclude that Campin was not born in  
 the town.
1423 Becomes Dean of the painters guild and following a revolt against aristocratic rule, he is also a  
 member the Committee of Six, which oversees the finances of Tournai.
1427 Four apprentices are listed as being employed in his workshop including a Rogelet de Pasture  
 who has been identified as Rogier van der Weyden. 
1428 He is employed  by the municipality on a mural (now destroyed) in the Halle des Jurez in Tournai. 
1429 After the democratically elected town government is crushed in 1428, Campin refuses to give  
 evidence against its former leaders. He is fined and required to undertake a pilgrimage to   
 Provence.  
1432 Campin is charged with immorality as he has been living with a woman other than his wife.   
 He is sentenced to banishment for one year but the  Countess of Hainault intercedes   
 and the sentence is commuted to a fine. 
1444 Dies in Tournai.


