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“Jan van Eyck’s eye operates as a microscope and as a telescope at the same
time...so that the beholder is compelled to oscillate between a position reasonably far
Jrom the picture and many positions very close to it.” (Erwin Panofsky).



ABSTRACT

Van Eyck’s paintings tend to be described in terms, often derived from the field of
optics, relating to sensations or effects of light, such as ‘luminescent’ or ‘mirror-like’.
This thesis aims to define, first, how the distinctively ‘optical’ characteristics of his
practice operate in visual and technical terms, and second, what this suggests about
van Eyck’s concerns as an artist. Using evidence provided by the paintings
themselves, it will argue that his interest in optical distortions and enhancements

produced by optical devices — including mirrors and lenses — profoundly influenced
the character of his painting practice.
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Detail of Saint Edmund’s crown, Wilton Diptych, ¢.1395-99, National Gallery,
London (from Gordon, Roy and Wyld, 1993).

Detail of soldier’s armour, Resurrection panel, Antwerp-Baltimore
Quadriptych, Burgundian, ¢.1400, Mayer van den Bergh Museum, Antwerp
(from Mund, Stroo, Goetghebeur and Nieuwdorp, 2003).

Robert Campin, detail of soldier, Seilern Triptych, c.1415, Courtauld Institute,
London (from Thiirlemann, 2002).
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3.70.

3.71.
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Robert Campin, detail showing breast-plates of startled soldier, Seilern
Triptych, c.1415, Courtauld Institute, London (from Thiirlemann, 2002).

Robert Campin, detail showing the armoured leg of the startled soldier, Seilern
Triptych, c.1415, Courtauld Institute, London (from Thiirlemann, 2002).

Jan (and Hubert?) van Eyck, detail of the floor tiles, upper register (interior),
Ghent Altarpiece, (completed 1432), Cathedral of Saint Bavo, Ghent (from
Schmidt, 2001).

Jan van Eyck, detail of the crown, Virgin and Child with the Chancellor
Nicolas Rolin, c.1435-36, Musée du Louvre, Paris (from Harbison, 1991).

Jan van Eyck, detail of Rolin’s brocade, Virgin and Child with the Chancellor
Nicolas Rolin, ¢.1435-36, Musée du Louvre, Paris (from Dhanens, 1980).

Jan van Eyck, detail of van der Paele’s surplice, Virgin and Child with the

Canon van der Paele, 1434-36, Groeningemuseum, Bruges (from Dhanens,
1980).

Jan van Eyck, detail of Saint George’s armour, Virgin and Child with the

Canon van der Paele, 1434-36, Groeningemuseum, Bruges (from Dhanens,
1980).

Jan van Eyck, micrograph detail (7.7xM) of Gabriel’s brocade dalmatic,

Washington Annunciation, c.1434-36, National Gallery of Art, Washington
D.C (from Gifford, 1999).

Robert Campin, detail of centurion’s gemstones, Thief on the Cross, ¢.1428-
32, Stddelsches Kunstinstitut, Frankfurt am Main (from Thiirlemann, 2002).

Jan (and Hubert?) van Eyck, detail of singing angels, Ghent Altarpiece, interior
(completed 1432), Cathedral of Saint Bavo, Ghent (from Dierick, 1996).

Jan (and Hubert?) van Eyck, detail of Annunciation scene, Ghent Altarpiece,
exterior (completed 1432), Cathedral of Saint Bavo, Ghent (from Dierick,
1996).

Robert Campin, John the Baptist, ¢.1428-32 Stidelsches Kunstinstitut,
Frankfurt am Main (from Thiirlemann, 2002).

Campin group, Saint James the Elder and Saint Clare, c.1435-40, Museo del
Prado, Madnid (from Foister and Nash, 1996).

Plan view of the Vijd Chapel, Cathedral of Saint Bavo, Ghent (adapted from
Dhanens, 1973).

Plan view of the church of Saint Donatian, Bruges, after Gailliard 1861
(adapted from Hand and Spronk, 2006).
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3.76.
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3.78.

3.79.

3.80.

3.81.

3.82,

3.83.

3.84.

3.85.

3.86.

Plan view of the former church of Notre-Dame du Chastel in 1773 (adapted
from van Buren, 1979).

Jan (and Hubert?) van Eyck and Jan van Eyck, details of the foremost singing
angel in the Ghent Altarpiece (from Dierick, 1996) and Gabriel in the
Washington Annunciation (from the Department of Scientific Research,
National Gallery, Washington D.C).

Jan van Eyck and Jan (and Hubert?) van Eyck, details of the stool in the
Washington Annunciation (from the Department of Scientific Research,
National Gallery, Washington D.C) and the stool in the Ghent Altarpiece (from

Dhanens, 1980).

Jan van Eyck, Annunciation Diptych, ¢.1437-39, Thyssen-Bornemisza
Collection, Madrid (from Harbison, 1991).

Jan van Eyck, details from the Washington Annunciation (from the
Department of Scientific Research, National Gallery, Washington D.C.) and
the Virgin and Child with the Canon van der Paele (from Dhanens, 1930).

Melchior Broederlam, wing panels, Crucifixion Altarpiece (exterior), 1393-99,
Musée des Beaux-Arts, Dijon (from Jugie, Fliegel et al, 2004).

Calvary of the Tanners, ¢.1400, Cathedral of Saint Salvator, Bruges (from van
Schoute and de Patoul, Tournai, 2000).

Jan (and Hubert?) van Eyck, details of the Cumaean Sibyl (exterior) and John
the Baptist (interior), Ghent Altarpiece, (completed 1432), Cathedral of Saint
Bavo, Ghent (from Dierick, 1996).

Jan (and Hubert?) van Eyck, details of the Virgin Mary (exterior) and an angel
in the Adoration panel (interior), Ghent Altarpiece, (completed 1432),
Cathedral of Saint Bavo, Ghent (from Dierick, 1996).

Detail of Christ, Resurrection panel, Antwerp-Baltimore Quadriptych,
Burgundian, ¢.1400, Mayer van den Bergh Museum, Antwerp (from Mund,

Stroo, Goetghebeur and Nieuwdorp, 2003).

Detail of an angel’s broomcod collar, Wilton Diptych, ¢.1395-99, National
Gallery, London (from Gordon, Roy and Wyld, 1993).

Detail of servant’s orange robe, Nativity panel, Antwerp-Baltimore
Quadriptych, Burgundian, ¢.1400, Mayer van den Bergh Museum, Antwerp
(from Mund, Stroo, Goetghebeur and Nieuwdorp, 2003).

Detail of Saint Christopher, Saint Christopher panel, Antwerp-Baltimore

Quadriptych, Burgundian, ¢.1400, Mayer van den Bergh Museum, Antwerp
(from Mund, Stroo, Goetghebeur and Nieuwdorp, 2003).
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Robert Campin, detail of white cloth, Mérode Triptych, c.1425, The
Metropolitan Museum of Art, The Cloisters Collection, New York (from
Thiirlemann, 2002).

Jan van Eyck, detail of the Virgin’s head, Virgin and Child with the
Chancellor Nicolas Rolin, ¢.1435-36, Musée du Louvre, Paris (from Dhanens,
1980).

Jan van Eyck, detail of the angel’s head, Virgin and Child with the Chancellor
Nicolas Rolin, c.1435-36, Musée du Louvre, Paris (from Dhanens, 1980).

Jan van Eyck, detail of Christ’s right leg, Virgin and Child with the Chancellor
Nicolas Rolin, ¢.1435-36, Musée du Louvre, Paris (from Dhanens, 1980).

Jan van Eyck, detail of Rolin’s head, Virgin and Child with the Chancellor
Nicolas Rolin, c.1435-36, Musée du Louvre, Paris (from Dhanens, 1980).

Jan van Eyck, silverpoint drawing, Portrait of an Old Man (Cardinal Niccolo
Albergati?), c.1435/38, Kupferstichkabinett, Dresden (from Dhanens, 1980).

X-radiograph images of van Eyck’s Lucca Madonna and the ‘Campin group’
Virgin and Child (from Ridderbos, van Buren and van Veen, 2005).

X-radiograph images of van Eyck’s portrait of his wife, Margaret van Eyck,
and Rogier van der Weyden’s Portrait of a Lady (from De Vos, 1999).

Campin group, Virgin and Child before a Firescreen, ¢.1440, detail of the
Virgin’s robe, National Gallery, London (from Thiirlemann, 2002).

Rogier van der Weyden, detail of Saint Luke’s red drapery, Saint Luke
Drawing the Virgin, ¢.1435-36, Museum of Fine Arts, Boston (from De Vos,
1999).

Jan van Eyck, detail of the Virgin’s robe, Washington Annunciation, c.1434-
36, National Gallery of Art, Washington D.C. (from the Department of
Scientific Research, National Gallery, Washington D.C.).

Rogier van der Weyden, detail of the Magdalene’s green dress, Magdalen
Reading, c.1435, National Gallery, London (from De Vos, 1999).

Jan (and Hubert?) van Eyck, detail of the Virgin’s blue robe and mantle, Ghent

Altarpiece, interior (completed 1432), Cathedral of Saint Bavo, Ghent (from

Dierick, 1996).

3.100. Jan van Eyck, Washington Annunciation, c.1434-36, National Gallery of Art,

Washington D.C. (from Ridderbos, van Buren and van Veen, 2005).

3.101. Jan van Eyck, micrograph detail of Gabriel’s cope, Washington Annunciation,

c.1434-36, National Gallery of Art, Washington D.C. (from Gifford, 1999).
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3.102. Campin group, Virgin and Child before a Firescreen, c¢.1440, National

4.1.

4.2.

4.3.
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4.5.

4.6.

4.7.

4.8.

4.9.

4.10.

4.11.

4.12.

4.13.

4.14.

Gallery, London (from Thiirlemann, 2002).

Rogier van der Weyden, micrograph detail of beads (4xM), Magdalen
Reading, ¢.1435, National Gallery, London (from Campbell et al, 1997).

Jan van Eyck, micrograph detail of amber beads (4xM), Arnolfini Double
Portrait, 1434, National Gallery, London (from Dunkerton and Billinge,
2005).

Rogier van der Weyden, micrograph detail of Mary Magdalen’s book (4xM),
Magdalen Reading, ¢.1435, National Gallery, London (from Dunkerton and
Billinge, 2005).

Rogier van der Weyden, micrograph detail of crossbowman’s boot (4xM),
Magdalen Reading, ¢.1435, National Gallery, London (from Campbell et al,
1997).

Jan van Eyck, micrograph detail of brush (4xM), Arnolfini Double Portrait,
1434, National Gallery, London (from Dunkerton and Billinge, 2005).

Jan van Eyck, micrograph detail of shadow cast by the dog (4xM), Arnolfini
Double Portrait, 1434, National Gallery, London (from Dunkerton and
Billinge, 2005).

Jan van Eyck, detail of background landscape (2xM), Saint Francis Receiving
the Stigmata, 1430s, Galleria Sabauda, Turin (from van Asperen de Boer,
Spantigati and Butler et al, 1997).

Jan van Eyck, detail of eye (2xM), Portrait of a Man with a Red Chaperon
(Self-Portrait?), 1433, National Gallery, London (digital print, National

Gallery, London).

Jan van Eyck, detail of fur trim, Arnolfini Double Portrait, 1434, National
Gallery, London (from Dhanens, 1980).

Rogier van der Weyden, Scheut Crucifixion, ¢.1454-55, Real Monasterio de
San Lorenzo, El Escorial (from De Vos, 1999).

Rogier van der Weyden, Crucifixion Diptych, ¢.1463-64, Philadelphia Museum
of Art (from De Vos, 1999).

Rogier van der Weyden, Polyptych of the Last Judgement, exterior, c.1443-51,
Musée de I’Hotel-Dieu, Beaune (from De Vos, 1999).

Rogier van der Weyden, Polyptych of the Last Judgement, interior, ¢.1443-51,
Musée de I’Hobtel-Dieu, Beaune (from De Vos, 1999).

Rogier van der Weyden, detail of the Virgin Mary (1:1), Polyptych of the Last
Judgement, interior, ¢.1443-51, Musée de I’Hotel-Dieu, Beaune (Delenda,

1087)
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4.23.

4.24.

4.25.

4.26.

4.27.

Robert Campin, Thief on the Cross, ¢.1428-32, Stiddelsches Kunstinstitut,
Frankfurt am Main (from Thiirlemann, 2002).

Robert Campin, detail of background landscape (1:1), Thief on the Cross,
c.1428-32, Stidelsches Kunstinstitut, Frankfurt am Main (from Thiirlemann,
2002).

Jan (and Hubert?) van Eyck, detail of townscape, Annunciation scene, Ghent
Altarpiece, exterior (completed 1432), Cathedral of Saint Bavo, Ghent (from

Dierick, 1996).

Jan (and Hubert?) van Eyck, detail of townscape (1:1), Annunciation scene,
Ghent Altarpiece, exterior (completed 1432), Cathedral of Saint Bavo, Ghent
(from Dierick, 1996).

Jan (and Hubert?) van Eyck, detail of wildflowers in the Adoration panel (1:1),
Ghent Altarpiece, interior (completed 1432), Cathedral of Saint Bavo, Ghent
(from Dierick, 1996).

Jan (and Hubert?) van Eyck, detail of distant wildflowers in the Adoration
panel (1:1), Ghent Altarpiece, interior (completed 1432), Cathedral of Saint
Bavo, Ghent (from Dierick, 1996).

Jan (and Hubert?) van Eyck, detail of distant buildings in the Adoration panel
(1:1), Ghent Altarpiece, interior (completed 1432), Cathedral of Saint Bavo,
Ghent (from Dierick, 1996).

Rogier van der Weyden, detail of plants in the foreground (1:1), Polyptych of
the Last Judgement, interior, c.1443-51, Musée de I’H6tel-Dieu, Beaune (from
Veronee-Verhaegen, 1973).

Jan (and Hubert?) van Eyck, detail of hermits (1:1), Ghent Altarpiece, interior
(completed 1432), Cathedral of Saint Bavo, Ghent (from Dierick, 1996).

Rogier van der Weyden, detail of resurrected souls (1:1), Polyptych of the Last
Judgement, interior, c.1443-51, Musée de I’Hétel-Dieu, Beaune (from
Veronee-Verhaegen, 1973).

Jan (and Hubert?) van Eyck, detail of Fountain of Life (1:1), Ghent Altarpiece,
interior (completed 1432), Cathedral of Saint Bavo, Ghent (from Dierick,

1996).

Reconstruction drawing of the Ghent Altarpiece in the Vijd chapel, as
suggested by Dhanens (Dhanens, 1973).

Rogier van der Weyden, detail of Chancellor Rolin (1:1), Polyptych of the Last
Judgement, exterior, c.1443-51, Musée de I’Hotel-Dieu, Beaune (from
Veronee-Verhaegen, 1973).
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4.38.

4.39.

4.40.

4.41.

4.42.

Jan (and Hubert?) van Eyck, detail of Jodocus Vijd’s head (1:1), Ghent
Altarpiece, exterior (completed 1432), Cathedral of Saint Bavo, Ghent (from

Dierick, 1996).

Jan (and Hubert?) van Eyck, detail of gemstones on God’s brooch (1:1), Ghent
Altarpiece, interior (completed 1432), Cathedral of Saint Bavo, Ghent (from

Dierick, 1996).

Robert Campin, detail of gemstones on the Virgin’s halo, Virgin and Child,
c.1428-32, Stadelsches Kunstinstitut, Frankfurt am Main (from Thiirlemann,

2002).

Jan (and Hubert?) van Eyck, detail of Eve’s hair (1:1), Ghent Altarpiece,
interior (completed 1432), Cathedral of Saint Bavo, Ghent (from Dierick,
1996).

Jan (and Hubert?) van Eyck, detail of Adam’s leg, Ghent Altarpiece, interior
(completed 1432), Cathedral of Saint Bavo, Ghent.

Jan van Eyck, detail of van der Paele’s head (1:1), Virgin and Child with the
Canon van der Paele, 1434-36, Groeningemuseum, Bruges (from Dhanens,
1980).

Jan van Eyck, detail of Donatian’s cope, Virgin and Child with the Canon van
der Paele, 1434-36, Groeningemuseum, Bruges.

Jan van Eyck, detail of Donatian’s cross (1:1), Virgin and Child with the
Canon van der Paele, 1434-36, Groeningemuseum, Bruges.

Jan van Eyck, detail of Donatian’s morse (1:1), Virgin and Child with the
Canon van der Paele, 1434-36, Groeningemuseum, Bruges.

Jan van Eyck, detail of carpet edge (1:1), Virgin and Child with the Canon van
der Paele, 1434-36, Groeningemuseum, Bruges (from Janssens de Bisthoven,

1959).

Rogier van der Weyden, Descent from the Cross, ¢.1430-35, Museo del Prado,
Madrid (from De Vos. 1999).

Rogier van der Weyden, detail of Nicodemus’s brocade (1:1), Descent from
the Cross, ¢.1430-35, Museo del Prado, Madrid (from Thiirlemann, 2002).

Rogier van der Weyden, detail of Nicodemus’s hair (1:1), Descent from the
Cross, ¢.1430-35, Museo del Prado, Madrid (from Thiirlemann, 2002).

Rogier van der Weyden, detail of the Virgin’s hair (1:1), Descent from the
Cross, ¢.1430-35, Museo del Prado, Madrid (from Thiirlemann, 2002).

Jan van Eyck, detail of the Virgin’s hair (1:1), Virgin and Child with the
Canon van der Paele, 1434-36, Groeningemuseum, Bruges.
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4.52.

4.53.

4.54.

4.55.

4.56.

4.57.

Rogier van der Weyden, detail of Nicodemus’s face (1:1), Descent from the
Cross, ¢.1430-35, Museo del Prado, Madrid (from Thiirlemann, 2002).

Rogier van der Weyden, detail of trim on Joseph of Arimathea’s clothing (1:1),
Descent from the Cross, ¢.1430-35, Museo del Prado, Madrid (from
Thiirlemann, 2002).

Rogier van der Weyden, Saint Luke Drawing the Virgin, ¢.1435-36, Museum
of Fine Arts, Boston (from De Vos, 1999).

Rogier van der Weyden, micrograph detail of figures on the left riverbank
(1.5xM), Saint Luke Drawing the Virgin, c.1435-36, Museum of Fine Arts,
Boston (from Purtle, 1997).

Rogier van der Weyden, micrograph detail of man on horseback (1.5xM),
Saint Luke Drawing the Virgin, ¢.1435-36, Museum of Fine Arts, Boston
(from Purtle, 1997).

Rogier van der Weyden, micrograph detail of man urinating (1.5xM), Saint
Luke Drawing the Virgin, c.1435-36, Museum of Fine Arts, Boston (from

Purtle, 1997).

Jan van Eyck, detail of figures on the bridge (1.5xM), Virgin and Child with
the Chancellor Nicolas Rolin, ¢.1435-36, Musée du Louvre, Paris.

Jan van Eyck, detail of figures outside church (1.5xM), Virgin and Child with
the Chancellor Nicolas Rolin, ¢.1435-36, Musée du Louvre, Paris.

Jan van Eyck, detail of figures walking in the town (1.5xM), Virgin and Child
with the Chancellor Nicolas Rolin, c.1435-36, Musée du Louvre, Paris.

Jan van Eyck, detail of Rolin’s gown (1.5xM), Virgin and Child with the
Chancellor Nicolas Rolin, ¢.1435-36, Musée du Louvre, Paris.

Jan van Eyck, detail of Rolin’s stubble (1.5xM), Virgin and Child with the
Chancellor Nicolas Rolin, ¢.1435-36, Musée du Louvre, Paris.

Rogier van der Weyden, detail of Saint Luke’s head (1:1), Saint Luke Drawing
the Virgin, ¢.1435-36, Museum of Fine Arts, Boston (from De Vos, 1999).

Jan van Eyck, detail of garden (1:1), Virgin and Child with the Chancellor
Nicolas Rolin, c.1435-36, Musée du Louvre, Paris (from De Vos, 1999).

Rogier van der Weyden, detail of garden (1:1), Saint Luke Drawing the Virgin,
c.1435-36, Museum of Fine Arts, Boston (from De Vos, 1999).

Jan van Eyck, detail of floor tile (1:1), Virgin and Child with the Chancellor

Nicolas Rolin, ¢.1435-36, Musée du Louvre, Paris (from Comblen-Sonkes and
Lorentz, 199)5).
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Rogier van der Weyden, detail of floor tile (1:1), Saint Luke Drawing the
Virgin, c.1435-36, Museum of Fine Arts, Boston (from Eisler, 1961).

Rogier van der Weyden, Portrait of a Woman, c.1432-35, Staatliche Museen,
Gemaildegalerie, Berlin (from De Vos, 1999).

Rogier van der Weyden, detail of face (1:1), Portrait of a Woman, ¢.1432-35,
Staatliche Museen, Gemildegalerie, Berlin (from De Vos, 1999).

Jan van Eyck, detail of face (1:1), Margaret van Eyck, 1439,
Groeningemuseum, Bruges.

Rogier van der Weyden, Portrait of a Lady, c.1463-64, National Gallery of
Art, Washington D.C. (from De Vos, 1999).

Rogier van der Weyden, detail of hands and buckle (1:1), Portrait of a Lady,
c.1463-64, National Gallery of Art, Washington D.C. (from De Vos, 1999).

Rogier van der Weyden, detail of face (1:1), Portrait of a Lady, ¢.1463-64,
National Gallery of Art, Washington D.C. (from De Vos, 1999).

Robert Campin, detail of face (1:1), Portrait of a Man, ¢.1435, National
Gallery, London (digital print, National Gallery, London).

Robert Campin, detail of face (1:1), Portrait of a Woman, c.1435, National
Gallery, London (digital print, National Gallery, London).

Jan van Eyck, detail of face (1:1), Portrait of a Man with a Red Chaperon,
1433, National Gallery, London (digital print, National Gallery, London).

Robert Campin, detail of face (1:1), Portrait of a Man, c.1435, National
Gallery, London (digital print, National Gallery, London).

Rogier van der Weyden, detail of face (1:1), Anthony of Burgundy, ¢.1461-62,
Musées Royaux des Beaux-Arts de Belgique, Brussels (from De Vos, 1999).

Rogier van der Weyden, detail of stubble (2xM), Anthony of Burgundy,
c.1461-62, Musées Royaux des Beaux-Arts de Belgique, Brussels (from De

Vos, 1999).

Jan van Eyck, detail of face (2xM), Portrait of a Man with a Red Chaperon,
1433, National Gallery, London (digital print, National Gallery, London).

Jan van Eyck, detail of hand (2xM), Jan de Leeuw, 1436, Kunsthistorisches
Museum, Vienna (from Dhanens, 1980).

Jan van Eyck, detail of a hand (2xM), Tymotheos, 1432, National Gallery,
London (digital print, National Gallery, London).

Rogier van der Weyden, detail of hands (2xM), Portrait of a Woman, c.1432-
35, Staatliche Museen Geméldegalenie, Berlin (from De Vos, 1999).
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Rogier van der Weyden, detail of drapery (1:1), Bladelin Altarpiece, c.1445-
48, Staatliche Museen Gemaéldegalerie, Berlin (from De Vos, 1999).

Rogier van der Weyden, detail of Marriage scene (1:1), Seven Sacraments
Altarpiece, c.1440-45, Koninkljjk Museum voor Schone Kunsten, Antwerp
(from Campbell, 2004).

Rogier van der Weyden, detail of landscape (1.4xM), Saint Catherine in a
Landscape, ¢.1430-32, Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna (from De Vos,

1999).

Jan van Eyck, detail of background landscape (1.4xM), Saint Francis
Receiving the Stigmata, 1430s, Galleria Sabauda, Turin (from van Asperen de
Boer, Spantigati and Butler et al, 1997).

Jan van Eyck, detail of statue in a niche, Virgin in a Church, c.1426-28,
Staatliche Museen, Geméldegalerie, Berlin (from Dhanens, 1980).

Jan van Eyck, detail of the Virgin’s throne (1:1), Dresden Triptych, 1437,
Gemiildegalerie Alte Meister, Dresden (from Dhanens, 1980).

Jan van Eyck, detail of the Virgin’s throne (2xM), Dresden Triptych, 1437,
Gemildegalerie Alte Meister, Dresden (from Dhanens, 1980).

Rogier van der Weyden, detail of the Virgin’s throne (1:1), Virgin and Child in
a Niche, c.1430-32, Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna (from De Vos, 1999).

Rogier van der Weyden, detail of sculpture, Virgin and Child Enthroned in a
Niche, ¢.1425-30, Thyssen-Bornemisza Collection, Madrid (from Hand,
Metzger and Spronk, 2006).

Jan van Eyck, detail of the Virgin’s hair (2xM), Virgin in a Church, ¢.1426-28,
Staatliche Museen, Gemaildegalerie, Berlin (from Dhanens, 1980).

Jan van Eyck, detail of Saint Catherine’s hair (2xM), Dresden Triptych, 1437,
Gemiildegalerie Alte Meister, Dresden (from Dhanens, 1980).

Rogier van der Weyden, detail of Saint Catherine’s hair (2xM), St Catherine in
a Landscape, ¢.1430-32, Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna (from De Vos,

1999).

Photograph showing the effect of ‘depth of field’.

Jan van Eyck, Saint Francis Receiving the Stigmata (1:1), 1430s, John G.
Johnson Collection, Philadelphia Museum of Art (from van Asperen de Boer,
Spantigati and Butler et al, 1997).

Jan van Eyck, Saint Francis Receiving the Stigmata, 1430s, Galleria Sabuda,
Turin (from van Asperen de Boer, Spantigati and Butler et al, 1997).
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Jan van Eyck, detail of distant figures (1.7xM), Saint Francis Receiving the
Stigmata (1:1), 1430s, John G. Johnson Collection, Philadelphia Museum of
Art (from van Asperen de Boer, Spantigati and Butler et al, 1997).

Jan van Eyck, detail of figures on the path (2xM), Saint Francis Receiving the
Stigmata (1:1), 1430s, John G. Johnson Collection, Philadelphia Museum of

Art (from van Asperen de Boer, Spantigati and Butler et al, 1997).

Jan van Eyck, detail of Saint Francis’s feet (2xM), Saint Francis Receiving the
Stigmata (1:1), 1430s, John G. Johnson Collection, Philadelphia Museum of
Art (from van Asperen de Boer, Spantigatt and Butler et al, 1997).

Jan van Eyck, detail of Saint Francis’s hands (2xM), Saint Francis Receiving
the Stigmata (1:1), 1430s, John G. Johnson Collection, Philadelphia Museum
of Art (from van Asperen de Boer, Spantigati and Butler et al, 1997).

Jan van Eyck, detail of Brother Leo’s head and right hand (2xM), Saint
Francis Receiving the Stigmata (1:1), 1430s, John G. Johnson Collection,
Philadelphia Museum of Art (from van Asperen de Boer, Spantigati and Butler

et al, 1997).

Jan van Eyck, detail of Brother Leo’s foot (2xM), Saint Francis Receiving the
Stigmata (1:1), 1430s, John G. Johnson Collection, Philadelphia Museum of
Art (from van Asperen de Boer, Spantigati and Butler et al, 1997).

Jan van Eyck, detail of Saint Francis’s head (2xM), Saint Francis Receiving
the Stigmata (1:1), 1430s, John G. Johnson Collection, Philadelphia Museum
of Art (from van Asperen de Boer, Spantigati and Butler et al, 1997).

Jan van Eyck, detail of wildflowers (2xM), Saint Francis Receiving the
Stigmata (1:1), 1430s, John G. Johnson Collection, Philadelphia Museum of
Art (from van Asperen de Boer, Spantigati and Butler et al, 1997).

Rogier van der Weyden, Saint George and the Dragon (1:1), ¢.1425-30,
National Gallery of Art, Washington D.C. (from De Vos, 1999).

Rogier van der Weyden, detail of figures walking along a path, Saint George
and the Dragon (1:1), c.1425-30, National Gallery of Art, Washington D.C.

(from De Vos, 1999).

Rogier van der Weyden, detail of landscape with figures on horseback, Saint
George and the Dragon (1:1), ¢.1425-30, National Gallery of Art, Washington
D.C. (from De Vos, 1999).

Limbourg Brothers, detail of figures in August miniature (2xM), 1411/12-16,
Trés Riches Heures du Duc de Berry, Musée Condé, Chantilly, ms. 65, fol. 8v.

(from Dufournet, 199)5).
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4.102. Jacquemart de Hesdin, detail of Flight into Egypt (1.2xM), ¢.1403, Trés Belles

4.103.

4,104,

4,105.

4.106.

4.107.

4.108.

4.109.

4.110.

4,111.

4.112.

4.113.

Heures de Notre-Dame, Bibliothéque Royale de Belgique, Brussels, ms.
11060-61, fol. 106r. (from Taburet-Delahaye and Avril, 2004).

Boucicaut Master, detail of Saint Victor of Marseille (2xM), c.1412-13,
Chdteauroux Breviary, Biblioth¢que Municipale, ms. 2, fol. 237r. (from

Villela-Petit, 2003).

Rogier van der Weyden, detail of Saint Catherine’s dress (2xM), Saint
Catherine in a Landscape, ¢.1430-32, Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna
(from De Vos, 1999).

Jan van Eyck, detail from Birth of John the Baptist (1:1), ¢.1422-25, Turin-
Milan Hours, Museo Civico d’Arte Antica, Turin, (Milan) fol. 93v. (from

Boespflug and Konig, 1998).

Jan van Eyck, detail from Birth of John the Baptist (1:1), ¢.1422-25, Turin-
Milan Hours, Museo Civico d’Arte Antica, Turin, (Milan) fol. 93v. (from

Boespflug and K6nig, 1998).

Jan van Eyck, detail from Birth of John the Baptist (1:1), ¢.1422-25, Turin-
Milan Hours, Museo Civico d’Arte Antica, Turin, (Milan) fol. 93v. (from

Boespflug and Koénig, 1998).

Jan van Eyck, detail from Baptism of Christ (1:1), ¢.1422-25, Turin-Milan
Hours, Museo Civico d’Arte Antica, Turin, (Milan) fol. 93v., bas-de-page

(from Boespflug and Konig, 1998).

Jan van Eyck, detail from Baptism of Christ (1:1), ¢.1422-25, Turin-Milan
Hours, Museo Civico d’Arte Antica, Turin, (Milan) fol. 93v., bas-de-page
(from Boespflug and Konig, 1998).

Jan van Eyck, detail from Birth of John the Baptist (2xM), ¢.1422-25, Turin-

Milan Hours, Museo Civico d’Arte Antica, Turin, (Milan) fol. 93v. (from
Boespflug and Koénig, 1993).

Jan van Eyck, detail from Birth of John the Baptist (2xM), ¢.1422-25, Turin-

Milan Hours, Museo Civico d’Arte Antica, Turin, (Milan) fol. 93v. (from
Boespflug and Konig, 1998).

Jan van Eyck, detail from Birth of John the Baptist (2xM), ¢.1422-25, Turin-

Milan Hours, Museo Civico d’Arte Antica, Turin, (Milan) fol. 93v. (from
Boespflug and Konig, 1998).

Jan van Eyck, detail from Baptism of Christ (2xM), ¢.1422-23, Turin-Milan

Hours, Museo Civico d’Arte Antica, Turin, (Milan) fol. 93v., bas-de-page
(from Boespflug and Konig, 1998).
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4.114. Jan van Eyck, detail from Baptism of Christ (2xM), ¢.1422-25, Turin-Milan
Hours, Museo Civico d’Arte Antica, Turin, (Milan) fol. 93v., bas-de-page
(from Boespflug and Kénig, 1998).

4.115. Jan van Eyck, detail from Funeral Mass (1:1), ¢.1422-25, Turin-Milan Hours,
Museo Civico d’Arte Antica, Turin, (Milan) fol. 116r. (from Boespflug and

Konig, 1998).
4.116. Jan van Eyck, detail from Funeral Mass (2xM), ¢.1422-25, Turin-Milan Hours,

Museo Civico d’Arte Antica, Turin, (Milan) fol. 116r. (from Boespflug and
Konig, 1998).
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The Introduction will first outline the aims and limits of the thesis in the
context of relevant scholarly literature. As the general bibliography on van Eyck is so
extensive, I will only discuss more specialised studies directly related to the optical

aspects of his practice. The second part of the Introduction will provide a concise

outline of the uses and properties of optical devices available in the 1420s and 1430s.

0.1. The Tradition of Optical Description

Throughout their history, van Eyck’s paintings have been described using a
vocabulary derived from the field of optics. Many of the earliest commentators were
apparently as impressed with their mirror-like naturalism and their remarkable
descriptions of light as viewers are today. As early as 1559, for example, the poet and
painter Lucas d’Heere composed an Ode in praise of the “Adoration of the Lamb” on
the occasion of the twenty-third chapter of the Order of the Golden Fleece (23-25
July, 1559) in which he compared the panels of the Ghent Altarpiece with mirror
images, exclaiming, “Tsijn Spieghels, en gheen gheschilderde tafereelen...”. ' Other
early commentators noted how accurately van Eyck’s paintings transcribe optical

effects. Bartolomeo Fazio, for example, saw van Eyck’s lost Woman Bathing, and was
particularly impressed with its descriptions of light, including a lantern and a ray of
sun which appeared like real sunlight. He was, however, apparently most impressed
with a mirror in the painting, stating, “sed nihil prope admirabilius in eodem opere

quam speculum in eadem tabula depictum, in quo quaecunque inibi descripta sunt,

tanquam in uero speculo prospicias”.’

! “These are mirrors and not painted panels...”. d’Heere’s volume of poems entitled Den Hof en

Boomgaerd der Poésien is preserved in a single manuscript in the University of Ghent Library, The
text, as cited here, is reproduced in Weale, 1908: Ixxvii-Ixxxi.

? Fazio, De viris Illustribus: 102-03 (hereafter cited as De viris). **...but almost nothing is more
wonderful in this work than the mirror painted in the picture, in which you see whatever is represented
as in a real mirror”.
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The historiographic tradition of emphasising the optical character of van
Eyck’s works 1s likewise prevalent in modern scholarship. In an attempt to define
what makes van Eyck’s paintings so unique in their naturalistic character and their
precious, jewel-like surfaces, scholars have continued to employ suggestive, often
metaphorical, optical terms. Johan Huizinga’s classic text, The Autumn of the Middle
Ages, for example, was originally entitled In the Mirror of van Eyck, and the phrase
“microscopic-telescopic”, famously used by Panofsky’ (but actually coined by Arthur
Pope in 1931),® has provided generations of scholars with an analogy that is both
accurate and suggestive. To this day, most descriptions of van Eyck’s paintings use
terms such as ‘mirror-like”’, ‘light-filled’®, ‘glowing’,’ or ‘crystal-clear’® to describe
their style and technique, their pristine paint surface, or the experience of viewing

glazed layers of oil paint.

With only a few exceptions, however, these descriptions of van Eyck’s
paintings are more suggestive than specific. Indeed, such terms have almost become
established scholarly metaphors for Eyckian paintings, referring in particular to their
pristine, glossy surfaces, their luminous oil glazes, or their apparently microscopic
descriptions of detail. In most cases, there 1s also an underlying connotation that van
Eyck, on some level, intended his work to be seen and experienced in such optically

charged terms. Rarely, however, is the basis for this connotation explored or even

directly addressed.

Given that van Eyck’s paintings are so frequently described in such optical

3 Panofsky, 1953: 182,

* Pope, 1931: 100fT.

° Hamburger, 2000b: 396.
$ Harbison, 1993: 163.

" p4cht, 1999: 15, who also notes a comparison between van Eyck’s paintings and refraction in
precious gemstones.

8 Harbison, 1991: 14.
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terms, it is surprising that no study has sought to define their optical character more
accurately or more fully. Instead, scholarship has focused primarily on specific, but
limited, aspects of this issue¢ — most notably numerous iconographic studies of
depicted objects, such as the Arnolfini mirror, technical studies of van Eyck’s use of
oil glazes, and investigations into the growth of naturalistic painting generally in the

this period (primarily in relation to various cultural and social ‘contexts’).
This thesis aims to define more precisely what characterises the distinctive
‘optical’ character of van Eyck’s paintings. In referring to their ‘optical’ character, I

am not, therefore, simply concerned with how they describe and use light in a broad

sense, but with the specific idea that their character is in some way defined by a
conscious concern with the properties of optical images. Using a synthetic approach
to visual analysis, it will look primarily at inter-related issues of style and technique,
although it will also address how these concerns relate to the operation of symbolism.

The body of the thesis argues that van Eyck’s work was informed specifically by his
interest in how images produced by optical devices — such as mirrors and lenses —
alter the usual relationships between light, vision and painting. In doing so, the thesis

aims to outline an important new context for the study of Eyckian painting generally.

0.1.1. Van EycK’s ‘art et science’ and the Formation of the Legend
Although little is known about van Eyck’s training and educational
background, a long-standing belief that the distinctive character of his paintings

derives from a secret aspect of his education, materials, or technique has informed,

directly and indirectly, scholarly studies related to this issue. In particular, two related
legends about van Eyck — that he invented oil painting and that he was a man of

learning — are still at the root of many attempts to explain why his paintings appear so

exceptionally different from most other paintings in their use of glazed paint, their
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approach to naturalism and in their descriptions of light. Vasari’s well-known story
(1550)’ that van Eyck invented oil painting whilst looking for a quick-drying varnish
was disproved in 1774.'° However, the belief that van Eyck must have used a special
technique, involving multiple layers of glazed paint, to achieve his optically-brilliant
colours has persisted in a diluted form in modern scholarship.'' Whilst those
concerned with the techniques and materials of Netherlandish panel paintings have
sought to emphasise how unremarkable van Eyck’s technique actually was, many art
historians have advanced a contradictory myth that it was in some way exceptional.

The second, related legend about van Eyck — that he was a man of learning —

has likewise facilitated the idea that he may have been a technical innovator, or even
an alchemist, with an exceptional knowledge of science and geometry.'? This legend
is also rooted in early written references to van Eyck’s character which are either
ambiguous in their meaning or simply unreliable as biographical sources. The earliest,
most significant reference is Bartolomeo Fazio’s account of van Eyck in De viris
illustribus (1456), which states that “literarum nonnihil doctus, geometriae praesertim
et earum artium quae ad picturae ornamentum accederent, putaturque ob eam rem
multa de colorum proprictatibus inuenisse, quae ab antiquis tradita ex plinii et aliorum
auctorum lectione didicerat”."” Fazio’s comments, however, seem to derive primarily
from his own interest in evaluating artists according to humanistic discourses,

especially their relationship with painters of antiquity,'* and cannot be considered

9 Vasari, Le Vite, 1: 184-7 and 2: 565-66.

19 For the historiographic development of the Vasari legend, see Brinkman, 1993, who cites Gotthold
Ephraim Lessing as the first writer to challenge the myth in Vom Alter der Olmalerey aus dem
Theophilus Presbyter, 1774.

' Roy, 2000 describes these as subsidiary myths which grew from the central myth.
12 Most notably, Panofsky, 1953: 180.

'3 Fazio, De viris: 102-03. “He was not unlettered, particularly in geometry and such arts as contribute

to the enrichment of painting, and he is thought for this reason to have discovered many things about
the properties of colours recorded by the ancients and learned by him from reading of Pliny and other

authors”.

4 See Baxandall, 1971: 98-111, who shows that Fazio’s text was itself based on classical literary
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reliable evidence of van Eyck’s character.

The second frequently-cited reference to van Eyck’s learned character comes
from a more reliable witness. In 1435, Philip the Good wrote a letter to his accounting
office at Lille, ordering that outstanding pension payments be made immediately to
his “varlet de chambre et paintre, Jehan van Eyck”. The duke explained that it was
important that van Eyck should not have cause to leave his service because “nous le
voulons entretenir pour certains grans ouvraiges, en quoy l’entendons occuper cy
aprés et que nous ne trouverions point le pareil a nostre gré ne si excellent en son art
et science”.!® Exactly what the duke meant in referring to van Eyck’s accomplishment
in “art and science” has long been a matter of conjecture for art historians. To some,

the phrase provides support to Fazio’s suggestion that van Eyck was not only a skilled
artist but also probably well read, intellectually curious, and proficient in geometry.'®
As Catherine Reynolds has pointed out, however, the words ‘science’ and ‘art’ were

often used, in similar contexts, either interchangeably, or in combination as
reinforcing synonyms.” The duke’s words cannot therefore be taken as evidence for

van Eyck’s knowledge of ‘science’ in the modern sense of the word.

0.2. Scholarly Literature and the Persistence of Eyckian Legends
Although most scholars are well-aware of the unreliable and tenuous nature of
these early written references to van Eyck, studies which have sought most directly to

describe the optical character of van Eyck’s practice have tended to do so in reference

sources. Hall, 1994: 125 and 167 n.62 suggests that Fazio derived his characterisation of van Eyck
from Pliny’s description of Pamphilus.

17« .we wish to keep him [in our service] for certain important works on which we intend to employ

him hereafter, and because we could find no other artist to our liking who is so accomplished in his art
and science.” Weale, 1908: doc.24, xlii-xliii.

16 panofsky, 1953: 179-80.
'" Reynolds, 2000: 2-3.
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to these two well-established legends — that van Eyck was a scholarly artist who
derived his knowledge of geometry and colours from texts such as Pliny or that he

was a technical innovator who used a ‘secret’ technique.

0.2.1. Colour, Geometry and the ‘Paragone’: The Textual Explanation

One of the few studies to have looked specifically at the optical concerns of
van Eyck’s paintings is Rudolf Preimesberger’s analysis of van Eyck’s Thyssen-
Bornemisza Annunciation (Fig 3.77), ‘Zu Jan van Eycks Diptychon der Sammlung
Thyssen-Bornemisza’,'® which leans very heavily on the legend that van Eyck’s
approach to describing optical effects was in some way derived from a theoretical
knowledge of optics and (mostly antique) written sources. Building on Fazio’s
characterisation of van Eyck, Preimesberger identifies details in van Eyck’s paintings
which, he argues, reflect specific passages from Pliny. In particular, Preimesberger
finds textual sources for some of the specific reflective objects van Eyck describes in
his paintings. He suggests, for example, that the black, mirror-like material behind the
figures in the Annunciation panel might allude to passages from Pliny’s Naturalis
Historia about Apelles (his dark varnish or ‘atramentum’, for example), and that the
reflection of the painter in St George’s shield in the Virgin and Child with the Canon
van der Paele (Figs. 1.4 and 1.28) might refer to the account in Plutarch’s Pericles

that Phidias represented himself with Pericles on the shield of Athena Parthenos.
Preimesberger’s central argument, however, is that reflective surfaces and mirrors are
used in van Eyck’s paintings in reference to the idea of the paragone (the competition
between painting and sculpture discussed in Italy from ¢.1400). By allowing van Eyck
to show objects from the sides and from the back, his use of reflective surfaces such

as the one in the Annunciation, and mirrors such as the one in the lost Woman Bathing

'8 preimesberger, 1991.
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described by Fazio, Preimesberger argues, may have been intended to demonstrate
how the painter could compete with, or outdo, sculpture.

Preimesberger’s analysis is framed around a detailed visual analysis of the
Annunciation diptych, which, he suggests, supports the i1dea that van Eyck had a good
understanding of basic optical principles such as reflection. He points out, for
example, that the reflections behind the sculpted figures are (correctly) slightly
smaller than the figures themselves,'” and that cast shadows inside the repeating
trefoils on the pedestals are not just slightly longer on the left side but also slightly
lighter, as they are further from the implied light source at the upper right.?’ He also
notes that these principles had been demonstrated in Perspectivist texts by Roger
Bacon, John Pecham and Witelo®! (although he stops short of arguing that van Eyck
had actually read these texts). He goes on to suggest that correspondences between
reflections, shadows and perspective are so accurately described that one can
determine the angle at which the hinged panels were intended to be positioned (with
the right panel showing Mary angled inward slightly to the left panel, he argues).

Preimesberger’s argument that van Eyck’s painting demonstrates a
sophisticated knowledge of basic optical principles 1s convincing. It also seems
plausible that van Eyck was familiar with stories from Pliny and perhaps also the
contemporary Italian debate about the paragone, although the visual evidence does
not seem sufficient to support either of these suggestions beyond speculation.
Preimesberger does not, however, consider the possibility that van Eyck’s interest and
knowledge of optics and the visual possibilities of reflection was empirically based,

deriving from observational skills rather than passages in antique texts or debates

about the limits of painting. Furthermore, the unique optical character of van Eyck’s

1 preimesberger, 1991: 477.

20 preimesberger, 1991:; 480.
2! preimesberger, 1991: 475-78.
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work, as I will demonstrate, derives less from an exceptional knowledge of optical
theory than from the uniquely sophisticated ways in which his paintings transcribe
and replicate aspects of optical experience visually and pictorially. In this respect,

Preimesberger’s analysis 1s limited in its preoccupation with the textual origins of van

Eyck’s concern with optics.

Although my approach takes a different view of the origin and nature of van
Eyck’s understanding of optics, it is not incompatible with Preimesberger’s
suggestion that van Eyck was also familiar with certain textual ideas about antique

images of reflection or debates prevalent in contemporary Italian texts. In contrast to

Preimesberger, however, this thesis concentrates primarily on the more practical
experience van Eyck might have gained from experimenting with lenses and mirrors
and how this interest was translated into his painting practice. This, as I will
demonstrate, provides a more direct and more compelling approach to the optical

character of van Eyck’s work.

0.2.2. Translucency, Luminence, and the Problem of van Eyck’s ‘Secret’
Technique: The Technical Explanation

In recent years, technical investigations of van Eyck’s paintings have put to
rest the idea that he used a special technique or different materials from his
contemporaries. In fact, since the 1950s technical research has increasingly
emphasised how ‘unremarkable’ van Eyck’s paintings are from a technical viewpoint.

Whereas those investigating van Eyck’s technique in the nineteenth and early

twentieth centuries — such as Mérimée,** Berger® and, later, Doerner®* — sought to

uncover the presumed complex glazing technique van Eyck used to impart a glowing

*2 Mérimée, 1830 and the English translation, 1839.
? Berger, 1897.

% Doerner, 1933, and the English translation, 1984.
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brilliance to his panels, the trend has now reversed, and researchers are now undoing
erroneous ideas about van Eyck’s ‘secret technique’ — advanced by earlier works such
as Doerner’s — which, they argue, represent modern variants of the ‘Vasari legend’.”
Since Coremans’ groundbreaking report on the Ghent Altarpiece in 1953,%° the
key myths about van Eyck’s technique — that he used a secret paint medium, and that
he used multiple superimposed layers of glazed paint — have been comprehensively
demolished in the technical literature. It is now widely accepted that van Eyck’s
binding media were quite typical for the period, consisting primarily of a drying oil,
and that his paintings only use three or four layers of paint, not a complex multi-

layered system of glazes.” Following Coremans, the Ghent Altarpiece was subject to
further study between 1978 and 1988, when the paint samples taken in the 1950s were
re-analysed using new analytical techniques (also, the underdrawings were analysed
in 1979 using infra-red reflectography).”® These studies, published by Kockaert and
Verrier (1978/79)* and Pim Brinkman (1984-85,"° 1988-89°! and 1993%%), have
confirmed the basic findings of the Coremans report (although they also identified
evidence of a protein binder used for blues, additives of resin used in certain glazes,

and several pigments — including verdigris and ‘copper resinate’, previously thought

2 See, for example, White, 2000: 101. Notably, the study by Eastlake, 1847 was based on a more
comprehensive range of examples and textual sources than earlier studies had identified. His discussion
of van Eyck is, however, framed around Vasari’s account, and his comments are, of course, based
primarily on empirical observations and textual sources.

26 Coremans, 1953.

27 Although these findings are not always reflected outside specialised technical literature. Gage, 1993
131, for example, states “What van Eyck brought to the technique was essentially a complicated

method of glazing transparent colours over a light ground...”. Such misleading comments are not
uncommon in even recent art-historical literature.

28 yan Asperen de Boer, 1979.

2 Kockaert and Verrier, 1978/79.

3 Brinkman, Kockaert, Maes, Masschelein-Kleiner, Robaszynski and Thielen, 1984-85.
3! Brinkman, Kockaert, Thielen and Wouters, 1988-89.

*2 Brinkman, 1993.
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to be malachite — which Coremans was unable to identify precisely in 1953). Since
the 1990s, studies on the Ghent Altarpiece have been supplemented with new
evidence from Eyckian paintings which had previously not been examined, including

the Washington Annunciation,” the Thyssen-Bornemisza Annunciation,>* the two
paintings of St Francis Receiving the Stigmata> and the Bucharest Portrait of a Man
with a Ring.’® These studies have stressed consistencies in the materials and

techniques used in each of these paintings, identifying technical skill as the only

significant difference between van Eyck’s paintings and paintings by other artists.
Technical reports on paintings by earlier and contemporary painters — in

particular, the Antwerp-Baltimore panels and ‘Campin Group’ works — have also

1‘37

provided an invaluable body of comparative material.”’ (Information on the pigments

used by Robert Campin has only been available as recently as 1996).”® Significantly,
works associated with Campin and van der Weyden are now considered more likely
candidates for complex mixed-media techniques than works associated with van
Eyck.B‘9

There is, however, less clarity in the collective evidence about van Eyck’s
technique than technical researchers have suggested. Whereas studies by Brinkman
and others on the Ghent Altarpiece have found evidence of three different binding
media, studies of other paintings, such as the Arnolfini Double Portrait have

vehemently suggested that van Eyck used only one.*’ Likewise, whereas Brinkman

33 Gifford, 1995b, and Gifford, 1999.

34 Bosshard, 1992.
3% van Asperen de Boer, Spantigati and Butler, 1997, van Asperen de Boer, 1997 and Butler, 1997.

% yan Asperen de Boer, Ridderbos and Zeldenrust, 1991.

37 Especially Gifford, 1995a, van Asperen de Boer, 1996, Villers, 1996, Bomford, Campbell, Roy and

White, 1996, Garido, 1996, White, 1996, Campbell, 1997 and Campbell, Bomford, Roy and White,
1994,

3 van Asperen de Boer, 1996.

*? White, 2000: 103 who describes the use of egg tempera with oil.
‘O White, 2000: 104,
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suggested that (crushed) ‘copper resinate’ was used on the Ghent Altarpiece (on John
the Baptist’s drapery for example),*' the comparable green of Mrs Arnolfini’s dress,
according to the London researchers, 1s not a ‘copper resinate’ complex, but verdigris

bound in linseed oil with a minor addition of pine resin.** The reality is that as
different methods of analysis have been employed at different times, the data is often
difficult to compare conclusively. It is also problematic that our knowledge of van
Eyck’s technique is based so heavily on evidence from the Ghent Altarpiece (which
may have been started by Hubert van Eyck) since different materials and techniques

might have been used in later works, or works produced for a different purpose. There
is, however, a broad consensus that the materials and the layer structure van Eyck
used consistently were apparently typical for their time. It is also a standard practice
of almost all recent technical studies of Eyckian paintings to conclude with the truism
that van Eyck’s ‘secret’ was not a matter of the materials he used, but a question of
how he used them.

In recent years, inter-disciplinary studies of early Netherlandish paintings —

such as the one by Melanie Gifford and Carol Purtle on the evolution of the

iconography in van Eyck’s Washington Annunciation’

* — have promoted dialogue
about how such specialised technical evidence might inform wider contextual, ‘art-
historical’ issues and, conversely, how art-historical questions might guide technical
rescarch beyond the traditional concern with “methods and materials”.** One

particular area which has received very little attention in an inter-disciplinary context,

however, is the relationship between van Eyck’s style — which has traditionally been

‘1 Brinkman, 1993, and Brinkman, Kockaert, Thielen and Wouters, 1988-89; 29-33.

‘2 White, 2000; 104, and Campbell, 1997: 53.

* Giford, 2000 and Purtle, 2000. Also, it is becoming increasingly common to publish art-historical

and technical literature together. See, for example, Foister, Jones and Cool, 2000, Foister and Nash,
1996 and Hand, Metzger and Spronk, 2006.

* For a discussion of the value of technical studies, see especially Faries, 1998 and Ainsworth, 1998.
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an art-historical issue — and his technique — which has been studied most thoroughly
by research conservators. As stylistic analysis is no longer a fashionable art-historical
method, the ‘mystery’ of van Eyck’s technique has, in recent years, been addressed
most fully in technical literature.*’ Significantly, these studies have stressed how
unremarkable was van Eyck’s technique for its time, indicating (somewhat ironically)
that his secret was not ‘technical’ but rather °‘stylistic’. Raymond White’s brief
conclusion to his (mostly technical) account of the ‘van Eyck myth’ is typical of this

tendency:

In conclusion we may well ask: ‘wherein lies the secret of the van Eycks’
novelty and brilliance?’ I would suggest that it does not lie in any secret,
‘magic’ nostrum, nor in the development of any complex, paint vehicle

system. Rather the genius lies in the acute power of observation of the

subtle nuances and interplay of light, shade and tone.. 40

As my thesis aims to demonstrate, Raymond White’s statement is, I believe,
correct, but these issues themselves are deserving of more detailed analysis than
scholarship has so far given to them. Furthermore, I would argue that many of the
characteristics that make van Eyck’s paintings so optically distinctive are either issues
of technique which are rarely addressed (such as paint handling), or inter-related
issues of style and technique (such as his approach to painting fine detail). The
discussion simply needs to extend not just beyond the limits of old ideas about van
Eyck’s ‘secret technique’ but also beyond the perceived limits of related disciplines.

This thesis will emphasise, in particular, the inter-related aspects of van Eyck’s style

and technique which have not been addressed fully by either art historians or technical

43 See, for example, Roy, 2000 and White, 2000.
‘ White, 2000: 104.
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specialists.

0.2.3. Stylistic, Visual and Iconographic Approaches to the Optical Character of
Eyckian Painting

Further studies, beyond those framed around the legends about van Eyck’s
learning and technique, have also examined the optical character of Eyckian paintings
using both formal and iconographic approaches. The majority of these have been
concerned with the iconographic significance of particular objects, especially the

Amolfini mirror. In recent years, it has been suggested, on the basis of visual

evidence, that van Eyck may have used an optical device as a practical aid to painting

or drawing.

Optical Iconography
Depicted objects such as mirrors, lenses, carafes filled with water and shiny

metallic objects contribute significantly to the distinctive optical character of van

Eyck’s paintings. Since the 1930s, these objects have been read primarily according to
the iconographic method.”” Most notable among these is Millard Meiss’s landmark
study, ‘Light as Form and Symbol in Some Fifteenth-Century Paintings’*® in which he
argues that the topos of light passing through glass was a familiar symbolic reference
to Christ’s Incarnation in late medieval devotional literature, and that Flemish painters
from early in the fifteenth century alluded to this symbol visually in their work by
showing light passing through glass objects such as carafes and windows. (I will

discuss this symbolic tradition in detail in Chapter I).

‘“In particular, de Tolnay, 1932, Panofsky, 1934, de Tolnay, 1939. Following Panofsky, 1953 the
iconographic method dominated scholarship into the 1980s.

® Meiss, 1945.
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Following Meiss, a number of studies have looked at specific glass and
metallic objects in van Eyck’s paintings. Brian Madigan,* for example, has looked at
the glass carafes of water in the Ghent Altarpiece Annunciation, the Lucca Madonna

and the Ince Hall Madonna,’® and David Carter’! and David Farmer>? have looked at
the reflective, mirror-like armour worn by St. George in the van der Paele panel.

Whilst these short studies have contributed to our understanding of the symbolic
potential of particular objects within certain (primarily religious) contexts,™ they do
not comment on how reflective and refractive objects collectively contribute to the
character of van Eyck’s paintings, etther symbolically or visually.

The overwhelming majority of studies which have considered the significance
of optical effects in van Eyck’s paintings have been concemed primarily with the
(symbolic) significance of the convex mirror in the Arnolfini Double Portrait (Figs
0.3 and 1.3) within the context of the apparently complex iconography of the painting.
Robert Baldwin’s article ‘Marriage as a Sacramental Reflection of the Passion’, most
notably, attempts to identify the “central symbolic function and religious meaning of
the mirror”.>* Baldwin examines various late medieval symbolic meanings associated

with the mirror — including the mirror as a topos of the human soul which mirrors the
Imago Dei — before going on to develop the 1dea, first suggested in 1950 by Hans
Kauffmann,” that the mirror refers not only to the human soul but also to Christ’s

Passion, and that in reflecting the wedded couple, the mirror “makes explicit the

¥ Madigan, 1986.
% The Ince Hall Madonna is now generally thought to be the work of a follower.
31 Carter, 1954.

52 Farmer, 1968.

> Significantly, the suggestion made by Preimesberger 1991: 483-85, (mentioned above) that van
Eyck’s reflected image is a play on the Middle Dutch word schild (meaning shield and painting), offers

an alternative, non-religious symbolic reading of this motif which tends to be favoured in more recent
literature.

>4 Baldwin, 1984: 57.
33 Kauffman, 1950.
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common link between Christ’s sacrifice and the sacraments, in particular Marriage”.>°

Yvonne Yiu’s more recent study of the Amolfini painting, Jan van Eyck. Das
Arnolfini-Doppelbildnis: Reflexionen tiber die Malerei,”’ includes a chapter in which
the mirror is analysed within various symbolic contexts and also in relation to the
visual concerns of the painting. Yiu outlines and develops the established symbolic
ideas associated with the mirror, including its function as a kind of witness, as a
reference to seeing (either as the eye of God or the eye of the artist), and also its
association with the Passion, which she notes was established in earlier mirror-shaped
tondo panels that often represent Christ’s Passion in the form of a Pieta, such as the
one attributed to Jean Malouel ¢.1400.>® However, Yiu’s study also develops in more
detail Hans Belting’s idea™ that the painting itself might be understood as a symbolic
mirror. As a miniature version of the painting, she argues, the depicted mirror serves
to reinforce conceptual relationships between the painting, the painter, seeing, and the
viewer. She goes on to suggest that this thematic preoccupation with seeing and self-
referentiality is a dominant feature of other paintings by van Eyck, which include
reflected images of the painter (in the van der Pacle panel) or ‘internal viewers’ (in
the Rolin panel). Although much of Yiu’s analysis is based on theoretical ideas which
were not demonstrably familiar to viewers in the fifteenth century,®® it succeeds in
demonstrating how the mirror operates in visual terms in relation to, and also aside
from, the iconography of the painting. Her analysis of how the mirror functions to

enhance and verify the ‘reality effect’ of the painting is particularly convincing in the

56 Baldwin, 1984: 57.
7 Yiu, 2001.
*8 This was first argued by Belting and Kruse, 1994: 78-79.

*> Belting and Kruse, 1994, who discuss the idea of the panel as a mirror in the context of a wider
argument about the invention and development of the Gemadlde.

% For example, self-referential ideas associated with the practice of mimetic painting, many of which
derive from the study by Stoichita, 1997.
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context of van Eyck’s obvious fascination with using optical effects to naturalistic
ends.

My study is not concerned primarily with the various symbolic meanings
associated with particular objects depicted in van Eyck’s paintings. As the value of
Panofsky’s iconographic method has been (overly-) criticised in recent years,
however, the first chapter of this thesis will assess the value and limitations of this

method in the context of van Eyck’s use of ‘optical symbolism’. As so much has

already been written on the Amolfini mirror, this chapter will consider an object

which has received little scholarly attention — the pair of spectacles depicted in the
Virgin and Child with the Canon van der Paele. The remainder of the thesis, however,
takes a different approach, based on visual analysis, offering both new readings of the
paintings and also a new way of looking at them. This emphasis is intended to

complement existing iconographic and iconological readings, which prioritise the role

of optical symbolism.

Optical Devices

Unsubstantiated, ‘passing’ suggestions that van Eyck might have used mirrors
and lenses as a practical aid are relatively common in the literature, Elisabeth
Dhanens, for example, suggested that van Eyck might have painted the Arnolfini
Double Portrait by “turning his back on the space he wanted to show and looking at it
in a convex mirror”.®' Similarly, Craig Harbison observed that convex pilgrims’
mirrors had the effect of drastically condensing space, and that “van Eyck’s desire to
depict a Gothic cathedral on a foot-high panel could have been stimulated by such

mirrors”.* No study, however, has addressed the validity of such suggestions directly.

*! Dhanens, 1980: 204.
52 Harbison, 1993: 163.
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Modern references to van Eyck’s supposed use of these devices appear to derive from
Heinrich Schwarz’s 1959 article, ‘The Mirror of the Artist and the Mirror of the
Devout’,% which argues that northern European painters used circular convex mirrors

as an aid to painting. He argues that paintings associated with the workshop of
Konrad Witz such as the Naples Holy Family panel ¢.1440-45 (Fig 2.3) demonstrate
visual distortions which “may be due to the use by the artist of a convex mirror”.%* He

implies that the painter may have arrived at this distinctive approach to space in an
attempt to replicate the character of paintings by van Eyck, including the Berlin

Virgin in a Church (Fig 1.11) and the Washington Annunciation (Fig 3.100), which

he argues have a similar ‘eccentric perspective’.®> Schwarz goes on to suggest that the
mirrors frequently found in Netherlandish paintings, and especially in the work of
Campin and van Eyck, are further evidence that artists used mirrors as an aid to
painting. The second part of his essay looks at the small convex mirrors made by

Johannes Gutenberg from the 1430s and used by pilgrims at Aachen and Nuremberg

to capture and take home the rays emanating from the relics.

Schwarz’s essay, significantly, does not analyse in any detail the spatial

distortions he observes in the paintings by the Witz painter or van Eyck.
(Surprisingly, the article does not even include an image of a convex mirror reflection
for comparison). Nor does he explain how artists might practically have used the
mirrors, or whether only certain artists (associated with van Eyck and Witz perhaps?),

or all artists at this time used mirrors in the same way.
As more recent authors have pointed out, Schwarz’s suggestion that depicted

mirrors in paintings provide evidence of their use in workshops of the time is not so

63 Schwarz, 1959.
o4 Schwarz, 1959: 93.
6 Schwarz, 1959: 104.
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straightforward. As examples often (though not always) occur in images of St. Luke
painting the Virgin, it is quite possible that the mirrors have a symbolic function in
relation to the Virgin or the saint. A recent study by Yvonne Yiu, ‘Der Spiegel:
Werkzeug des Kiinstlers oder Metapher der Malerei? Zur Deutung des Spiegels in
Produktionsszenarien in der nordischen Malerei des 15. und frilhen 16.
Jahrhunderts’,®® has also suggested that the mirrors depicted in images of St. Luke
may be metaphorical references to painting. (She argues that images of St. Luke
painting the Virgin show a reflected image of the painter, whereas images of the saint

drawing do not include the mirror at all).

The studies by Schwarz and Yiu are concerned with the use of convex mirrors
by artists throughout the fifteenth century (primarily the period 1470-1520). Neither
author, however, suggests that different artists may have used mirrors in different
ways, with different visual concerns. In contrast, my thesis is concerned more
specifically with the nature of van Eyck’s interest in these devices, in the context of
his wider interest in optics.

Following Schwarz, the artist David Hockney (in collaboration with the
scientist Charles Falco) 1s the most recent author to have suggested a relationship
between van Eyck’s painting practice and optics. In his book, Secret Knowledge:
Rediscovering the Lost Techniques of the Old Masters,”” Hockney suggests that

painters from van Eyck to Ingres used optical instruments to project and trace images.

His argument in many ways repeats (often without due credit) existing scholarship on

the use of the camera obscura and the camera lucida by artists such as Vermeer.®

Hockney, however, suggests that such equipment was used much earlier (the 1420s)

than authors had previously suggested. A key part of his argument for this early

% Yiu, 2005.
*” Hockney, 2001.
°® For example, Alpers, 1983, Fink, 1971, Hyatt Mayor, 1946, Mills, 1998 and Schwarz, 1966.
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period is based on his own practical experiments with a concave mirror, which he
uses to demonstrate how real images can be projected onto a panel and traced. He
argues that this technology was available to artists such as van Eyck from the 1420s,

and that the use of a ‘mirror-lens’ accounts for the “greater naturalism...(which)

occurred suddenly in the 1420s or early 1430s in Flanders”.*’

It is not possible or necessary to outline the range of problems with Hockney’s
thesis here, as these have already received ample attention elsewhere. In particular,
the interdisciplinary conference held in Ghent in 2003, ‘Optics, Optical Instruments
and Painting: The Hockney-Falco Thesis Revisited’, included a series of papers which
were critical of Hockney’s 1dea that artists during the fifteenth century projected and
traced images,.70 These papers primarily questioned whether artists had the knowledge
and/or equipment to project images before the late sixteenth century. Others
questioned the inconclusive or inaccurate visual evidence and the lack of any written
documents in support of the theory. The special issue of Early Science and Medicine:
Optics, Instruments and Painting, 1420-1720: Reflections on the Hockney-Falco
Thesis' also concluded that whilst the idea that seventeeth-century artists used optical
instruments to aid painting has been known for a long time, there is “little evidence”
that earlier artists used the same process of optical projection. Several websites
continue to discuss various aspects of Hockney’s theory,’* but, as Martin Kemp has
noted, the debate has largely degenerated into increasingly “personalised polemic”

and the defence of “predetermined stances” using selective technical<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>