
What Can Hans Memling: The Painter 
Of (The Other) Renaissance Teach Us?

Hans Memling: malarz tego drugiego 
renesansu by Łukasz Pawlak is a comic 
that has been created to celebrate Year of 
Memling in Gdańsk, Poland, and has been 
published by the Voivoideship and City Library. 
The book is primarily about Memling’s life 
story, which is presented as a fun cartoon. 
However, a lot of other educational elements 
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are smuggled in into this attractive and 
engaging publication: historical context of 
renaissance, motives and themes common in 
art of the time, as well as analysis of some 
of the artworks created by Memling. In total 
there is a multitude of information presented, 
covering fields of history and history of art. 
Each of these aspects is presented using 

different visual methods, which is what this 
paper will focus on. It will report the types 
of information that form the publication: 
methodology, historical context, biography and 
analysis of selected paintings, reproductions 
of these paintings, as well as art historical 
themes of the time, and dissect the way in 
which they are presented.



My name is Zu Dominiak.
I study the relationship between 

comics and museums.

I spend a lot of time 
typing and reading.

As part of this process I came across a lot of comics 
about museum, or ones that are linked with them.

Turns out there is quite a lot of them! But this 
paper will only focus on one, written and illustrated 

by Łukasz Pawlak.

It goes both ways: 
what do museums think 
of comics, and what do 

comics think of museums?



audiences, however it is created in a very 
engaging way. The contents of the book form 
separate segments. It begins with explanation 

of what Northern Renaissance 
is in comparison to the Italian 
Renaissance, including themes 
and pointing out the differences 
between the two. Then it focuses 
on background information of 
the main painters from that 
period, and then specifically on 
Hans Memling. The information 
is presented in an engaging, 
humorous way, and includes a lot 
of curious facts. The book is 
clear about its methodology, and 
how factually accurate is it. The 
fact that the “re-enactment” 
of the events is a fictionalised 
account is mentioned in the 
book, pointing out that a lot 
of the records are missing, so 
the narrative often uses terms 
like “most likely”, “possibly”, “it 
seems”, “everything points to the 
fact that”.

Hans Memling: malarz tego drugiego renesansu 
was published as part of the Year of Hans Memling, a 
celebration of the painter in the City of Gdańsk. It 
was published by the Voivodeship and City Public Library 
(Wojewódzka i Miejska Biblioteka Publiczna w Gdańsku), 
with input from the National Museum in Gdańsk. It is 
clearly an educational publication aimed at younger 



This comic really stands out from the 
other publications commissioned by 

museum institutions. Partially because 
it is crammed with information, but 
at the same time, tonally it is not 
as serious as some of the other 

publications of this type.

Each type of information in the comic 
is presented to the reader using 
a different visual strategy. These 
strategies will be discussed next.

The Museum is not mentioned in the text, 
which focuses mostly on Hans Memling, his 
life, and the painting The Last Judgement, 

thus forming a link with the Museum through 
an object that is held in their collection.



The first strategy is that of a typical comic, with panels, captions and 
speech balloons. This is usually utilised to present historical context 
as well as Hans Memling’s life story. The characters speak in a 
humorous way, using modern language, which makes it more accessible 
for the intended audiences, while at the same time the narrator points 
out that this is mostly likely not exactly how the particular event 
unfolded. These parts are humorous, and are packaging historical 
facts into an entertaining story, whilst ensuring that the reader is 
aware this is an approximation of events and not facts. The division 
between fact and fictionalised accounts is clearly stated, with the 
narrator being a reliable source and serious in tone, the characters 
are usually light-hearted.
 Additionally, these sections are all monochrome, with black 
line work and one shade of blue.



The second strategy used is full colour reproductions of Memling’s 
paintings. This is because the colour is of symbolic importance with 
this type of analysis, and it further signals to the reader that this 
is a reproduction of an existing painting. These are not photographic 
reproductions, but are redrawn by Pawlak in a style coherent with 
the rest of the comic. There is no reason for this from copyright 
perspectives, as these works are hundreds of years old. Instead, 
this choice gives the book visual language consistency, while still 
including details and the colour scheme of the original paintings. These 
works are named, thus it is possible for the reader to look up more 
accurate, photographic reproductions, or see the works in person at 
the institutions they are held at.



Second type of information 
is diagrams. They are used to 
dissect elements of a painting 
and explain the symbolism of 
these elements. In this example 
the highlighted elements are 
the most common ones that 
Memling used in his Madonna on 
the throne type paintings. These 
elements are all drawn separately 
and have dashed line around 
them, as if they were to be cut 
out by the reader and assembled 
into their own Memling-style 
painting. This section contains 
a lot of contextual information 
that cannot be deduced just 
by looking at the painting, and 
expands on the reading of a 
painting. It puts Memling’s work 
into context of other similar 
pieces, listing other artists 
who created work on the same 
theme and dates them. Similarly, 
the influence of Memling’s work 

on Italian painters, such as 
Raphael and Fra Bartolomeo, 
is also pointed out. Thanks to 
this the reader can learn not 
just about Memling alone, but 
also about more general trends 
of Renaissance and the cultural 
exchange between Northern and 
Italian Renaissance.
 Much like the narrative 
section, these are monochrome 
for the most part of the book.



Except when they’re not! 
Occassionally another tone 

(bright pink) is used to 
highlight a particular part of 
the diagram. For instance in 
this example it is highlighted 
how some parts of a winged 

altarpiece can be read as
a single painting, separated

into panels.



And you know what? This paper 
uses the SAME methods! What 

a coincidence?! 

comic narrative
diagram colour reproduction



I use the comic format to introduce myself 
and my research, as well as some additional 

information about the comic. Pawlak’s 
narrator is never visible and is separate 

from the characters. Since I am presenting 
this paper, you can see me on the pages 

explaining the contents, I am both narrating 
and being a character. 



This is a drawing of the cover of the 
discussed comic in my style. It simplifies 

the original design in a similar way to 
Pawlak simplifying Memling’s paintings. But 
the color scheme is retained as well as the 
composition, so it is possible to recognise 

the original based on this.

Unlike Pawlak, I include some photographic 
reproductions of several of the pages 

from the comic as well as my own drawn 
reproductions. Creating a uniform piece 

is not as important to me, as I want my 
audience to be able to see the originals as 

accurately as possible.



This page has simplified images 
comparing of the types of 
information visually. Unlike 

Pawlak, I do not explain these 
types on this particular image, 

as there are whole pages 
dedicated to discussing them

in detail.



Conclusion

Pawlak uses three visual strategies to convey different types of 
information. Each of these is presented in a way that makes it is 
easy to tell them apart. Each is used to convey different type of 
information, for which it is most suited for. A comic for historical 

events, colour reproduction of painting, a diagram explaining separate 
elements of a painting or other information concerning detail. 
Thanks to this the book is not monotonous and boring, but an 

interesting and fun read.




