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In a letter to Charles I’s art agent in London, Sir William Trumbull, dated 13 September 1621, 

Rubens made the following comments on a Lion Hunt ordered by the ambassador to the 

Brussels court, Sir John Digby, as a gift to the marquess of Hamilton:  

 

I have almost finished a large picture entirely by my hand, and in my opinion one of 

my best, representing a Lion Hunt, with the figures life-sized…. But as you rightly 

observe, such things have more grace and vehemence in a large picture than in a small 

one. I should be glad if this painting for the gallery of His Royal Highness the Prince 

of Wales were of larger proportions, because the large size of a picture gives one much 

more courage to express one’s ideas clearly and realistically … and, regarding the hall 

in the New Palace, I confess that I am, by natural instinct, better fitted to execute very 

large works than small curiosities. Everyone according to his gifts. My talent is such 

that no undertaking, however vast in size or diversified in subject, has ever surpassed 

my courage.  

 

This paper examines the contemporary standards of artistic theory and decorum that guided 

Rubens and other contemparary history painters in their high estimation of large-scale 

compositions filled with copia and varietà. I will show that while the patrons often 

determined the prestigious location, subject matter and dimensions of the works they 

commissioned, the painters ensured the delivery of works that satisfied not only the demands 

of the customer, but also their own appetite for lasting prestige – an enterprise to which 

monumental pictures with life-size figures proved crucial. 

 


