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This thesis de~ls wHI1 the- 'fl!lra'l pr'~gram cl' the Ghent Altar-
, ~ "1 1 

piec,a.' The PatadiseCç8rden' ~f it~r~9~tral ~ane~, .whlc~ cantains . 
, rj" ',,'" 

thirty-s9ven identifiable plants!" severà'l of which were previously 

undiscov9red, is shawn ta ·~ymb~,{i~~ly.~ùp~~,ort the icanpgraphy of 
, 

the rEttable. This inV8StigaZ"on 15 the first to devalop a consist-
\ 

ent interpretation of the f ,'~'M symbolism on two levaIs: religibus 
r Q l ~.. 1 

an~ medicinal, which significantly supports the main theme of the . 

Altarpiece, namely the redemption of man. 
1 

The commentaries ~f Rupert of Deutz pro vide màny passages 
r 

which have visuel couriterparts in the Altarpiece's program. for the 
, 1 
firsL tima One of ,t~~se, his commentary on the 50ng of Salomon, has 

baen isolated and gan be shawn ta be a vital link be twesn the flor'al l \ 
\ program and the ç{eneral iconography. A hither to neglected herbaI, 

/ 

1 • 

\ 

discovarad in the invantory of the St. Jerome scriptorium, Çhent, 

contains'sevetal unusual h8rb~ that are likewise depicted in the 
1 

fJ. ~ tarpieoftt / . ,'1 
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Abslr~it 

" Cette thèse traite du progra!l1me 'f loral de l'.~gne'al!J. Mystique 

~ Gand. Le Paradis terrestre du panneau central où l'on peut 

,identifier trente~sept plantes ,dont plusieurs n'ont p~s ~t~ dé-

couvertes auparavarT,t, sa montre à-l'appui symbolique de 1'icono

g~aphie du retable. eette recherche est la, premi~re ~ dévàlopper 

" d'une maniéra 'consistante une interprétation du symbolisme f lora"! , . 
'" a deux niveaux: l'un religieux, Ifa~tre m~dicinal, ce qui appuie 

le' thème principal du Retable', c'est-à-dire, la redempHon du' 

genre hu~ain. 

Les commenEaires de Rupert de Deutz fournissent plusieurs 

-passages qui ont ôes contreparties che~ le~rogramme du Retable. 

C'est la pxemi~re fois que l'un de ces commentaires, notamment 

celui sut le Cantique des Cantigues, a é~é distingu~ des autres. , 

il 

De plus, c~ commentaire Se manifeste comme bien essentiel entre , 0 

le programme floral ~t l,'iconographie générale. Un herbier qui , 
",. ....,./ ... j 

,~ etait jusqu'ici meconnu que l'on a decouvert dans une inventaire 

du scriptorium de st. Jérôme, à Gand, contient des herbes rares· 

" , qui sont egalement peints dans le Retable. 
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Introduction 

, 

1 am the of lower 0 f the field and t'he 
li 1 Y of the valley; as the li I Y ';;1lnong 
thorns sa i5 my love among daugh~~rs. 

" 
(Song of Songs H, 1-2) 

/ 

. \. 

f lowel's are frequent,ly round ln f lemish paintings of the 

f ift.eenth cenlury. Undoubtedly symbolica1 significance II/a,s not aJ.-

ways inlended. " HOII/ever. certain masters II/ere !nte~9st.ed in ~nhancin9 

the spiritual ~ontent of their pictures by a complementary floral 

accompaniment: Jan van Eyck was one such a~tist.l Used in this man

ner flowera become more then simple aesthetic adornmJnts and. in thesa 
1 

instances, ara forms of "disguised symbolism". To illustrate with an 

example the terminology he coined Erwin Panofsky compared an illumin-

ation of c. 1275 that a11uded to the fulfilment of Simeon's prophecy 

~y dBpicting the Mater 0010r058 (h~r heart pierced by a sward) II/it.h a 

randition by DDrar ôf the Sama pl'ophecy. Here the radiant young Madonne 

. 15 d~picted wHh a disproRortionately 1arg8'.irls, the ancient n8mB of 
\ 

which was gladiolus or slI/ord-lily.2 The flowar sub~ly becames the 

symbol of, 'the Vi l'gin' 5 future grief t thereby ambellishing t.he meaning .1 

of the depiction in a "disguiaed" II/ay. 

In early F' lemish pa,inting this disguis,Bd symbolism was applied 

ta every abject. and. in tact, was employed, along with natutalism, as 

a general rule. Indeed, Panofsky bBlievad th~t the more the artist 

ravalled in the reproduction of the visible warld, the more he st.rove 

ta impregnate it wit.h meaning. 3 

l 
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( 

- , 
1 

l' 

Disguisad symbolism has baen the subJect of much investigation, 

but specifie ~tudies of floral symbolism are rare. In hij ver~ ex! 
, 

cell,ent article on the Portinari Altarpiece c. 1474 (florence, f'Uffizi) 
~ , 

Robert Koch defings th~ problem that an analytical study of f10wers 

entails. 4 He notes that il ia virtually impossible ta establish, with 
\ 

certalnty and definilively. what the intentions of the artist were con-
~ 

cerning the plant symbolisme furtharmore, in some Cases Koch believes 

thât numerous meanings may be implied for one 9peeies. 5 This naturally 

leads one ta wonder whera the artist receivad the knowledge necessary ta . 

2 

compose the intricate fl~ral interrelationships. Koch enumerates various 

'archatypical sources avàilable: herbaIs sueh as Hildegard of Bingenfs 
6 

twalfth cantury Physica, the Hertus Sanitatis of 1485 (Mainz), theolog-

L 
ica1 texts sueh as the Revela~ions of St. Bridget or the devotional 

fi' 

Meditations of the Pseudo-Bonaventura, and encyclopedic works- such as 

the Legenda Aure8 by Jacobus de Voragine, lo mention but a faw. \ The 

l ' 
fundamental problem with a study of thi5 nature i5 the isolation of the 

4~ 
most likely sources referred to by the artist. Art historian~, includ-

ing Koch, hava tradilionally intarpretad floral meaning on a multityda 
'l 

of levels and by a myriad of sources.~ Although this a~proach is en-

lightening, it is improbable when applied to a single work or artiste 

Despite his rsliance on too many sources, Koch~s mathodology is bayond 

reproach. By es teblishing his interpretatio'n of the Altarpiace' s icono-
1 

graph~, he proceeds te devalop a suPportiva meaning through the flowers. 

To substantiete his definition'of the plants Koch provas that tha in-

dividual flelllers have similar meaning in the arUst' 5 other painting's. 

IncTeasingly one Is ~ware of the potent~al number and kind of 

• il' 

• ,. J 
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sources in the search for the ultimate me~ning of floral symbolism 

within a given painting. In het' study 6 Elizabeth W01ffhardt 

analyzes the s~mbo1ism of the numerous prominent1y displayed flowers 

of the de1ightful Paradiesgart1e~n c. 1420 (Stade1sche~ Kuns~institut, 

Frankfurt) arid places them into two categories - religious and medicin-

3 

al: 5hB establishes the uniform use of the flowers in' the artist's \IIork, 

as did Koch. thereby giving justification for her interpretation. As 
- 1 

the other authors, howevar, she rests her arguments on a large number l , 
1 

of sources. some of which are of later date than her P~radise garden. 

In her book7 Lottlisa Behling devotes one chapter~to the plant sym-
1 

bolism of the Ghant Altarpiece c. 1432 (St. Savo's Church, Ghant). She 1 

'lists th~ catego.ies of plants in the Adoration 

8 first time in 1903 by F. Rosen • and laler more 

panel identif~d for the 

carefully categorized by , , 

9 . / Haumen. 8ehling ,focuses hor discussion on the solltary appearance of 

certaIn flowers.
lO l ') 

She finds meaning for thrae herbs ~rom severai herb-
1 

aIs. ~ot on1y are the descriptive passages long and somewhal circumstanl-

'> ' Al .' 11 ial, but two of her sources even postdate the tarp~Bca. Har ~lan-
;' 

ation of other plants through church hymns and ,an eleventh ce~tury~-
1 

~ is iliuminating but fails because the au~hor does not link their 
/ 

meaning to the AItar's iconography. Her ~t~u~ent is weakened,furthe~ by 

the us~ of too many sources to 8uPPo'rt,/he plant in~erpretation'. 
/ 

This brief review of bhe rBeent' investigations done on floral sum-
/ ' 

, 0 .1 

bolism in fifteenth century north~fn painting indicates thet a new exam
g 

ination of the floral program of the Ghent Altarpiece 18 overdue, Bspecial-
/ < 

ly as there have bean no sy~(amalic sludies of its interrelationship \IIith , , 

the retabla's iconograp~Y'~ 
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The general purpose of this thesis, ther~fore, ls to est-

ablish the floral program'~ °dependence upon and enhancement of the 

ico?ography of the Ghant Altarpieca. Having outlined the major recant 
~"'; 

o studies in this field and tl;le methods of investigation, il becomes cleer 
1 

/,' , .. \ 

Ilhat more precise !"imitations should be put on the sources used by one 

artist. 

It is unda~i~~le that a problem exlsts - the mammoth volume of 

sources available - and that tradition~l methods are not ant~rely 

\ / sui ted to it. Howevar, for better or for' wérse, correctly interprated 

or nat, the thqughts and ,ideas of the above authors have led ta the 

approach of this thesis. Despite the practical problem of dealing with 

a considerable and immensely varied documentation, the present study at-

tempts to con vince the reacter of the validi ty of' the major li terary 

sources for the overall program, with the help of the plant interpret-

aUan. 

.. The ,approach taken in t~\s investigation ts twofold. The plants 

will first be looked at individually in order to reveal intimate re-
, . , 

!"-I .. r 

latianship,s among them. The floral pr,ogram, ha,wever, must then ,be con

sideted in a broader senSé, in order to illustrate its unit y with the 

meaning of the retable. ln each caSe the :esults ara enÏightenfg. 

The 9tudy i9 divided inlo two parts. From each'wil1 evolve one 

of the major sources'of the floral program. Follawing Robert Koch's 

melhodalogy Parl l will develop the iconography of the Ghent Altarpiece. 

This cantroversial relable has besn the subJect of numerous investi-

• 12 galions and Interpretations. Therefa~B, il is crucial to delineate 

the personal view of this writer. The iconogTaphy of the Ghent Altar-

f 
f 
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pieee is the sole interest oF this part of the paper. l t mu~t' be' 

clear from th~, Dutset that the question of style Qr the problem of 
-~, ',' jW" 

" 
twa artists falls outside the seape of the present undertaking. 

,,~t 

In the discussion of bhe rét~lel s iconographie program i twill 

be established that, although there may have been subsidiary sources, 

Rupert of Deutz. a 'twelfth centurY,theologian, provided the crucial 

'. 

texts. Of these,' his commentary on the S,on9 of Solomon furTlishes the 

~ssential link betwaen the iconographie program and the flora dapicted. , 

Part II will lnterpret the plants and herbs ~ot mentipned by 

Rupert. Heeding the methodology of Wolffhardt~ a systema~ic analysis 

of the vegetation will be made and categorlzed. In this way it will • 
be si~pler to see the various levels on which interpretation may be 

established. At this point comparisons with van Eyck's other ~orks 

will prove frui tful. Having 'onee shown thé incredible number of pos-

sible soureea available to Van Eyck, the field of investigation will be 

narrowed ta a hitherto overlooked source. Thus, in lhe final count a neIU 

purpose in the understanding of floral symbolism emerges: to sugge~t 

slricter limitations in the ?umbar of literary sources for the Altar-
. 

piece. In the following investigation it will be put forward chat, il 

seem~ almoat certain, ·that van.Eyck was guided in his choies-of avail-

able texts by the commentaries of Rupert of Deutz and a fourceenth ( 
century local herbaI. 
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1. Koch" 71. 
, 

2. Panofsky, 1, 141. 

3. Panofsky,_ l, 142. 
• ~ rI 

4. R. Koch's article ,rrlower Sy.mbolism in the Portinari Altar" 
an,?lyzes the of lower::' :l:ocatei::l bsneath the Virgin in the Adoration 
panel. 0 ").0 

, ' 
5. K"Och,· 7 'J. \ 

6. Wolffhardt, ses bibliogrâphy for datails. 
, 

7. For full citation see BehHng, Tafelmalerei. Behling' S other in depth 
study invasUgates bhe plant forms found in cathedral decoration. 

oSee Oehling, Kathedralen • 
• 

8. See Oehling, ,Tafelmglerei, 44. 

9. Hauman's succinct vegetational description is accompanisd by excellent 
diagrammaLic photographs. f~~~~ll details see Coremans, 1~3-1~5t 
Plates LIl, LIlI and LIV. 

10. Behling, Tafelmôterei, 47f. 

11. Behling, Tofelmalerei, 50. 

12.' The literatur~ about, the!Chent Alt~rPieCe ia enormous. ltlith th!) 
brilliant research work'of Dr. Paul Coramans and his associa tes at 

, the Laboratoir~ Central des Musees Royaux de Belgique, who in 1953 
cleaned, x-rayed, ~estored and analyzad thé Altarpiece and documented 
their findings (s8e bibliography), th~ studies prior to this under
taking lost sorne validity. For a comprehensive bibliography of material 
predating Coremans' studv, see Panof~ky, I, 443, n.7. More recently 
three excellent ~tudies have been conducted, the' major points of which 
are summarized below. 

Panofsky's main sourCe is based on the "new style" AlI Saints pict
ures which developed From the basic text of the Book 'of nevelation as 
weIL as from the Augustinian De CivitaLe Dei. However, ~everal deviat
ions occur which make this Interpretation unaccepEable. The addition 
of the various groups on the inner wlngs, the Dave and Lamb. and the, 
introduction df the Fountain of Life in theolower panels are 1cono
g~aphically inconsistent with the ALI Saints thams. In the upper panels 
the appearance of st. J9hn the ~aptist~ the wingless angels and Lhe 
First Parents likewise pose problems tà the ovarall meaning aS,seen 
by Panofsky. He develops an argument, by means of restoration etudies 
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lhat the Dave in the main I\doration pilnel muy hava baen a IIglory", 1 

\/Ji th or wi thout a God' figure. In this woy "'the penel would become ar 
~6nsistent ALI Saints the~e. He also sees the "upper Triptych" a~: 
~ri,ginally an Independant wor/<. See Panofsky, 1., 212-221., , 
\ Philip, on the other hand, adhares ta the Oiblical texts u5il')9 
t~em to establi5h various interralated levaIs of meaning. This system 
i~more complementary 'to the Altarpiace's complex iconography~ Ba
li~ving the iconography to be tha unified work of one artist,l she pin
poi~t~ the locale of the interior as the Heavenly Jeru6alem an~ con
vin~ingly counters Panofsky' s argument that the upper register ls tao 
pond~rous for the lower one. Her bther themes, the Eternal Mass, the 
Holy ~dding and- the Last Judgament are daveloped in an equal1y par
suasi e way. 'However, John the Saptist's rola in the Last Judgemont, 
a majo -fIgure for her argument, i6 not sufficient1y subs~antiated. In 
sum, f om her numerous interwoven themes she draws a comprehensive and 
credibl conclusion. Het' most or iglna1 eontr ibution i9 the 'theory on 
th~ Fra ework of the Altar. How9ver, she ralias'too ~eavily on it. 
For exam le, when she has to establish the first persan of the Trinit y, 
she sugg sts His existence outside the panels in the framework. See 
Philip, c \ .3. 

- Dhanens, in general, agraes with Philip's basic the~e9. She be
lieues the ~etable la a eOhere~t entity and, in simpler tarms t~an 
Philip, 'develops the Altar~iace' s themes of the Eternal Mass ,and the 
Holy Wedding. Her studies on the hislory of st. Bava unaarth new 
facts about the Vids' chapel and the hislory of the church's clergy, 
From wh!Ch she draws important conclusions about the nature of the 
Altarpiece and its ,function. Her most importan~ eontribtltion to the 
AILorpiece's iconographie Interpretation i5 the suggestion thet Rupert 
of Deutz was the literary inspiratihn for the ratable. See Dhanens, 
Altarpiece, eh.5. 
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Part 1 

Chaptel' 1 
\ 

A Reinterpretation of the Iconography of the Chent Altarpiece. 
, )--
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To comprehend the plants' meaning in the Allarpiece rBqu~res 
'c' 

more th an an, Bxplanation of the central, or Adoration, panel where 

.they arB concentrated. 
\ 

The enlire program of the Ghenl Altarpiece 

, c ... 

which> is. int.rl.cately interwoven between ,the outer and inner panels 

aS weIl as the upper and lower 'levels, reveals ëb unifying theme of 

redemption that is clearly understood when its funclion 15 consldered. 
~ , 
The Altarpiece WaS erected for the d'aily celebration ç'f maSSe 

On ~ay 13, 1435 Ghent cit~ nuthorities ~egistered the deed instituting. 

the chapel of Jodocus Vid and ~is wife Elizabeth Borluut. who 

ta the glory of Gad, His Bles~ed Mot~er and 
aIL His saints, ostablish in perpetuity the 
office of a düily masS for the salvation of 
their souls and those or thel.r for8b~ars, in 
the chapel and a~ the altar thnt thoy have 
caused ta be erected nt their cost on Lhe 
south side of the church.l 

SalvatioQ i9 the major theme of Lhe Alturpiace. For Lhe V'ds it tukes 

on a special significance. Jodocus' falher, Nikolaas, had been fuund 

guilty of embezzloment and subsaquently stripped of aIL his offices. 

Saen under thasa circumstances the Altarpiece, with its dogmatic rep-

resontation of the redelJlption of m~n through Cht'ist's sClcdFice, takes 

on a p~rsonal and deeply human signiFicance. The cenLt'ül pünal from 

e 

\ 

\ 

f 

which the Allarpiece raceives ils·name, 
1 

The AdoLütion of the Mystic Lamb, 

l ' 
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( 

is 

The 

\ 
\ 

which aIL other themes revolve. 

The paintinèjs of which i t [the Al tarpiece ] "is 
composed express the whole complex, abstract, 
ogma~ic, th~me of the Redemption of Man in re- 2 
arkably concrete terms and with str~king unity. 

of man, made possible by Christ's sacrifice, depicted 

scene, is celebrated ln the Eucharist, a fitting' sub-

in daily USe. It is even more appropriate, 

given the requlrements. 

The clari y and brilliance with which this theme i9 \arried cut 
, , \ 

of on~ ar ti9t -and its unit y of thoU~ht will substantiate the ;peary 

Jan van Eyck. / 

The 

que nous avons acceptè que le 
du polyptique est l'admission du 
humain à l'union avec Dieu, grâce 
edemption, tout devienl'd'une sim-

plici é si limpide que nous nous ~tonnons 
du nom re des études ,savantes pUbliées s~r 
le suj t et ses sources, et que nous ne 
compra on~ pas le besoin qu'on a éprouvé d'en 
cherche la sign" fication ~u moyen 'de tsxte"s. :3 

Adoration seene is the Lamb which 

on the altar gushing into a chalice From a,wound 

in ils bre8st. Th~ red velvet antependium Il 

bears the words 

Lamb of God Who 

1s the Way, the Tr h and 

" head the Dove of th 

\ 

TOLLIr PECCATA MUNDI, "8ehold the 

s of the wor Id" (.::12.b!l i, 29) • On 

and VERITAS VITA, 
\ 

Life" (John xiv, 6) • Above the 

radia tes an aureole of divine 

) 

9 

1 
1 
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Around lhe allar an inner circls ,is form;d'by fourteen angals; 

the two in front of the altar sprinkle incense on the Lamb Just as 

the sacrament may be censèd during the masS. rour angels at the 
• 

back carry lhe instruments of Chrisl's passi9nj lhe left one holds 

the cross and crown of thorns, the other the lance and Lance tips. 
-" 

l, 
la the rignt, counlerbalancing the cross, one angel holds up the 

column of fl~~llation as weIl as whips while the other carries the 

sponge and another flogging devicé. 

Directly below the Dave and ~amb lS the WeIL of Livlng Waler. the 

Fons Vitae. 1I'\a words HIC E51 FONS AQUE VITE PROCEDENS DE SEDE DEI-fA,GNI; 

"This i5 the fountain of the water of life proceeding out of the throne 

of God and the ~amb" (Revelation vii,l?, xxi,6, xxii,l and 17) are in-

scribed arpund the edge. Water flows from the base of the fountain 

towar'ds the lower edga of the painting. Lh~ in the direction of the 

Vids' altar tabla placed directly below the rêtable. 
_ În'--

A gi:'eat-"m~da of witnessas lo Chdst's sacrifice surrounds 

v - the fountain. In the left foreground twelvo minot prophets carrying 

books are accompanied by patriarohs clustared behind them. The figure 

at the front of the patriarchs, dressed ln blue, is lsaiah wh~ pro-

phesied "There shall come Forth a rod out of the stem of Jasse" 

(lsaiah xi, I) • 
1 

Virgil stands behind him, conspicuously garbed in 

white and holding a laurel sprig. 

These prophets and patriarchs represent those who believed ln 
, 

~ha future Christ. They are balanced on the right sida of the fountain 

by thosa who had Faith in the llving and resurrected Christ: the 

apostles and"church mambers. Three'apostles can be recognized as 

, 

1 .. 
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Peter, ,Paul 

the viewer's 

1 > 

1 

4 and John. 

" attEfntion 

~ .... _ ..... "" .. 1411 """*:b<iIfMWIIid ......... ,.~_, __ ~ 

Peter, who is closest ~o the altar draws 

ta the central theme of the sacrificiel Lamb 

both by means of his gaze and the position of the uplifted hand. 
/' 

SumplUously garbed in flowing red robes, members of,lhe clergy stand 
1 

5 : 
behind. Three popes are identified by their papal tiaras. 

~Two groups approach the altar from the middle distance. On the 

'. " left the palm bearing confessors wend their way forward, a11 but one 
01' 

dressed in deep blue. Their counterparts are the holy virgins, sorne 

of whom are identifiable by their attributes: St. Agnes carries her 

lamb, ~t. Barbara her tow~r, St. Do.rothy ber basket_of flowers and 

St. Ursula holds an arrow ,and is followed by her companipn~~ Two 

members of the group are abbesses, as they carry croziers.
6 

On bath sides of the Adoration panel the groups of f~gure9 in 

the wing paQels move in the direction of the Lamb on the altar. These 
"'6 • 

are identified by inscriptions on the frames. 
o 

O~ the laft wings a 

grou~ of horsemen, sorne splendidly dressad in rich mater1als and furs, 

'is led by rid~rs in glislening,arrnour. Th9~ are the CHRISTI MILITES; 

the IUSTI lUDICES are found in the companion panel. 
, 

On the opposite wing panels the hermils and pilgrims proceed on 

foot ~oward the Adoration over rocky terrein. st. Anthony, the central 

figure of tho HER~MI1E SANÇTî, wears the blua cross of his arder on 

his simple black robe. 7 The panel at the extreme right, subscribed 

PEREG~I~I SANCTI, 15 dominated by the towering figure of St.Christopher 

Iwrapped in a ~lowing red robe. He is followed, pied-piper style. by a 

group of pilgrims of aIl ages. 

11 l.. 

i 
1 • 

1 

j 

I~ 

1 

T~e raIe of aIl t~ groups Was to participate in the Adoration of' 
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th9 Lamb, in other words in the masse It is worth repeating here 

that the Vids commissi9ned the retable for the specific reason of 

assisting thsm in the celebration of their daily masse The salvat~on ~-~ 

they sought waS gr~nted through the intervention of the Lamb of Gad. 

" 0 

The words "8ehold the Lamb of God Who taketh away the sins of the 

world" wrHten on the alter' 5 "antependlUm were spokan by Chant' s 

patron, St. John the Baptist ana recorded by st. John the Evangelist.
8 

It is beside these ~aints that the d~riors kneel on the 10wer exterior 

~~nels of the closed Altarpiece at the point, where~ when the wi~gs are 

opened, the Adorat~n of the Lamb 1s ravaafed. The union of the Lord 

with ma~~d, burdened with or~gin\l sin became possible only through 

the mercy of God, Who sacri~iced ~is Son in expiation of this sin. It 

is the sac~ific8 o( Chri5~ the means of mankind's r8demption, which is , . 
depicted in lhis vision. 

The concept of lhe mass, which is 50 ~rominentl~ illustrated in .. 
the Adoration panel, aclually pervades t,he en,tire Altarpiece, a fact 1 

that will become clear in the context of this ch~ter. According lo 

Je~n Daniélou two essential themes run through the whole Ebcharistic 

liturgy: the mass is a sacramental re~resentation of the sacrifice on 

the cross and it constitutes a sacramental participation in the;heave~ 

ly li turgy. 
9 

Altarpiece. 

éhrist.'.s 

Bbth po~ts are clearl~ establlshed in the cohtext of the 

d~.th is opanly diSP1~~ in ·tha sacdficial Lamb. 'Ho.-

ever, His death is subtly rainforced by the symbolism of the altar as 
.t 

it 15 devaloped by the Pseudo-Dionysius in connection with the con-

secrat~on of the altar by the holy orIs in the maSSe 
a 
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The most holy prescriptions for the saéraments 
command, for the consecration of the altar of 
~ divine sacrifices. due outpourings of holy 
oil. Since, in fact, i t is upon Jesus Himself, 
as upon the perfectly_divine ·altar of our sacri
fices, that the hierarchic consecration of the 
divine intelligences is accomplished, let us 
look with a ga2e that is not of thls world at 
this altar of the divine sacrifices. It 15, in 
facto Jesu~ the Mosl Haly Who offers Himself for 
us and Who dispenses to us the fullness of His, 
Dwn consecration. ID .. 

. , .. 
As the altar is the figure of Christ perpetua11y offering Hlmself to 

c 

the Father in the heavanly sanctuary.so the deacons, who arrange the 

offerings on the altar, represent the angels who surround this heaven-
o 

~y liturgy. From,this it is clear that the Euchatistie sa~rifice is 

Ehe sacrament of the heavenly ~iturgy. 

Jn the Canon 9f the Mass, in the very climax of the sacred 

action. the Third Persan of the Trinit y is invoked aS the witness to 

13 

th 5 . f' 12 , e aerl lce. The'Dove's raIe is explained by St. Cyril of Jerusalem: 

Do not consider the bread and wine aS being ordlnary 
things, they are the Body and the Bloud of Christ. 
according to His word. 13 .' After we have sanctifi~d ourselves by the lrisagian, 
wa pray to God to sand His HolytoflpiriJ down on the 
ofPerings, 50 that H~ may make the bread His Body 
and the wine His Blood. ~nd that which the Holy 
Spirit has tauched becomeà entirely consecrated 
and transformed. l4 • 

Whil~ the Dave i5 tre holy witness ~f the sacrifice of Christ 

who "offerad Himself through the Haly Spiri t unblamished unto God" 

(Hebrews ix,14), the groups surrounding the altar are the human wit-

nesses: the prophets and patriorchs foretold the sacrifice, the 

apostles and martyrs died uphol?~ng the importance of Ch~ist's death, 

and athers, by m~ans of thei~Oactions a~ deeds, testified;to -the event. 

1 
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Some of the groups of the congregation use books. Philip 

suggests that possibly the prophets were meant to recite the texts 

of their praphecies which were widely used in the readings oF the 

D 15 
earthly masS. They might have been s~ng books on the other handi 

songs such as thase in the Apocalypse (Revelation xv, 3-4 or 

v, 9-10) "and hast made us Vnto our Gad kings and priests,.and we 

shall reign on the ear th" • Such sangs were used in the li turgy of the--

early church. In Fact, there is a strong likelihood that the books 
, ~ 

were hymnals, for even lhe modern Agnus Dei of the communion cycle of 

the Roman Mass i9 a hymn whic~ is sung by lhe congregation. 16 

r 
r Mankind's redemption, depicted in the lower central panel be-

o , 

comes the indispensable foundation and explanation of the figures de~ 

picted above. The elements of the mass discussed to this point are 

fur ther enhanced by the upper level of the ratable. The two levels 

together represent the complete idea of the New [avenant. Through re~ 
JI 

,demption the believer atteins the Kingdom of Gad. Here he is con-

r 

fronted with God his Maker. He is represented as the Triniterian Lord, 

placed directly above the Lamb. 

The inscription on the three semi-cireles over the Godhead leaves 
1 

little doubt that the three natures of God are being stressed~ 

HIC ~5T DEUS POTENTISSIMUS PROPTER DIVINAM 
MAIESTA1EM.+ SUMMUS OMNIUM OPTIMUS PRoPTER 
DULCEDINIS 80NlTATEM. of REMUNERA TOR LlBERA
LlSSIMUS PI10PTER INMENSI\M LARGITATÉM. 

14 

\ 

! 

\ 

("ThIs is God, the'Almighty.by reason of His divine majestYi the Highest, 

the Best, by reason pf His sweet goodnessi the Most Liberal Remunerator 
"-

by reason of His boundless generosity".) The des~ription of the deity 

is continued in words w.ri Hen on the edge of t.he dias on which His seat 
J 0 

i 
1 

_e_, __ o._._. _o. ~ 
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ls placed. 

VI H\ SINE MORTE rN CAPI rE. IUVENTUS SINE 
SENECTU1E IN mornE. 
GAUDIUM SINE MERORE A OEXTRI5. SECURITAS SINE 
rIMORE A SINISTRIS. 

• 
("ELernel life shines forlh from His head. Eternal youlh sits o~ 

His broLU. n 

"Untroubled joy at 'Hi~ right hand. Fearless security at hi. left 

hand.") In furlher symbolical depictions on8 or ~nother of the tri. 

pûrtite natures of the figure Is slressed. The words REX REGUM El 

DOMINUS DOMINANTIUM. embroidered os a repeating Lheme on the hem of 

tfe germent, give emphasis ta the Father figure as does the SABAOT 

written on His stole. l
? The brocode behind His head, however, bears 

the inscription IHESUS XP~ ond two troditional symbols of Chtist, the 

pelican who f8eds her o~fspring wilh her own blood and the vine. Small 

15 

detoils point to the unit y of· the Lhree persons in the figure: the pearl 

decoralion on lhe border of the hem of His mentIe is compose a of cluslers . 

of lhrees, three tassaIs extend bolow the edge of the t1ara ri,bbons, 

and the !iara ilself is composed of thrs8 levaIs. 

Ta the l'ight" of t.he lrinitarian Lord sits Mary, open book in hanp, 

rasplendently robad ln a riGh'blue mnntle and drass,' the borçers of each , 

being he8viIy encrus(ed with jewels. Her head is encircled by one of lhe 

mosl unusuai crowns. Surmounled by stQrs, it is composed nat only of 

jewels and gold. but is adornod wiLh fresh flowors: lilies. roses, 

lilies-of-Lhe-valley, and columbinas. Above har an inscription on the ' 

gold moulding rends: 

D 

l ' 
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HEC E51 SPECIOSlOR SOLE El SUPEIl O~lN01 SlELLARUM 
DISPOSICIONEM ~UCI LOMPARATA INVENITUR PRIO~. 
CMJDOn ES T UJÎM LUCIS ETI:.RNE ET SPECULUr~ J HJE 
MACULA DEI. 

("She is more beauLiful than the sun and aIl the other sLars; being 

compored wiih the light sho i~ found lhe grealer. She i5 in truth 
, Il 

t.he I:'eflection of Lho everlusLing ligh.t; <Ind n spotless minor of 

God." Wisdom vii, 29 and 26)., 

At Lhe deiiy's left hond lhe bearded figure of st. John the 

Baptis l is enthroned. Over his comal-hair shil't. ho wears a gree'n 

mantle with tr riah border. He tao has a ~ook which i5 Lurned Lo the 

openlng words of Isaiah' 5 prophecy CONSOLI\IYlINI "Comfort ye" (Isuiah 
< -, 
.. '" ~,' 

xl, I). The moulding behind hi," bears the words: 

HIC EST BAPlISTA IOHrINNCS, [,1J\IOll l-IorWJE, P/Hl 
~NGELI:;, LEerS SUf'lrM\, ElVllNGELlI 51\CIO, AP0510LŒWM 
VOX, S\LENCIUM PRDPHETARUM, LUCERNA MUNDI, DOMINI 
1 ES i r5 • 

("This is John the Baptist, graater Lhan mun, like unLo the angels, 

t.he summalion of the law, the propagator of Lhe Gospels, the voiee of 

the Apostles, the silence of the prophets, the lamp of the world, the 

witness of t~e Lord.") 

On either side of the central. panels are what have been called 

the "fllusical Angels" by Panofsky. Ta the left a-re the singers and ta 

tho right the jnstrumentalists. ' Dressed in rich brocades and lIIearing 

joweled circ lets on their hends, the singers stand grouped around a 

lactern while the,instrumentalists are dominaled by an organist with 

a harpist and viola da gamba play~r behind. A richly tiled floor and 

a bilc~ground of natural sky complete the dopiction. The pafnte~in-
scription below the singera reada: \ 

\ 
\ 

\ 
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MELOS DEO LAUS PCRHENNIS Grll\TlAHUrll i\CTIO 

("Sangs _of supp'lication, songa- of praisa, sangs of thanksgiving.") 

and below the playars: 

LAUDA TE EUM IN COROIS ET ORGANO 

("Praise hini with strlnged instruments and org~n~." ~ cl, 4). 

The upper levei of the retable 15 dompletad by the figures of 
• l , 

Adam and Eve shown standing in narrow niches at aither end of the~ 1\ 

panels. Eve, holding à frui t symbolizing the ral~4'/'}f 1\1nn, has fn-

scribed below har feet: 
1 ;' 

EVA OCCIDENDO OBFUIT ("Eva has affl~c.ted us 

with death") and Adam's inscription is I\DAM NOS IN MORTEM PRAECIPITAT 

(\IMam thrusts us into d~ath.") • 

The mass i5 a rituel dedicated le the memory of Christ. Accord-

drink 
" 

ing to the apost.le "For aS'Qften as you shall Büt th'is bre~d and 

the cup, you proclaim, the deat~ ~f the Lord, until ho cornes." (I Cor in- . 

thians .. 2r.:) 1.1., J • The Lord's sacrifice has been represented by van Eyck .. 
'. the Iower papel. T/he earthly celebration is reinforced by the heaven-,1.n ---Iy communion as Christ Himself officiates. Wearing tho papal tiara" the 

Trinitarian figure in the upper panel personifies the High Priest in his 

cap~city as celebrant of the masS and, as such, completes the thorns of 
$" 

~he Sacrificiel L~mb, Who heré becomes the Sacrificing Priest. This 

ls the very idea of the Eucharist as celebrated by the Church and the 

Lord's Supper. 

The sQcrament itself is constituled by the prayer of consecration 
1 

introducad by the anciBnt formula that the liLurgy slill retains today. 
\ p 

The pries~ cries Sursum corda~ at which moment the believer turns aWBy 

From eorthly things and with an expression of holy fear, devotes him
/1 

self to God. Fear also fills the angels in the heavenly liturgy. "They 

, .. _ ~~ .. " .. .... _ J_ 
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adora, they glorify, with fear 'they sing continually mysterious 

18 • hymns of praise". Van Eyck' 5 musical angels' surely contain more 

than "an allusion ta the lHurgical choir which sings both in the 

'\ 
masS of the Church and in the Eternel Mass of Christo"19 With the 

of p'raise, '~ngs of thahksgiving", the "songs of, supplication, sangs 

inscription l'eflscts the most s6ct'ed part of the ~ss. 

The Sursum cordo is followed in'the mass by,tha Tris~gion.20 

Both express the idea that the Eucharist is a partièipation in the 

heavenly liturgy. , 1he Trisagion is the h.ymn of the Seraphim who etern

aIlY sur round the Tdn! ty. 21 '''.fllan is as il wera transported into haavan' 

itseIf", wt'ites St. John Chrysostom. "He stands nsar the throne of 

glory. He flies with the Seraphim. 
22 

He sings the m05t holy hymn." 

Man is no longer on earth, but i5 transferrad ta heeven. Man i9 ad-
. . -

mitted ta the official worship of craation,lo'f which the angels are .. 
th t t · 23 d th t f th' h" th .. ' tl e represen a lves. _ An e cen re 0 15 wors lp 16 e p41e5 y 

actiQn of Christ in His Passion ilnd Resurrection, 

It is this priestly ncti~n which, abstracted 
from time and. place, constitut~s the hearl of 
the heavanly liturgy and which i5 rendered 
present sacramentaIIy by'the Eucharist. 24 

Thai van Eyck represented the maè~ in the inner panels of the 
_0,\ 

retabl~ la bey and quèstion. However, it is noL inconceivable that he 

deplcted a specifie 'moment such as that of the most sacred prayers of 

tho mass, .when the heaver:lly and 
1 '., 

the sar thly -ranims ,are b~ 1ef Iy united. 

'. At t.his pain t a wo~d mus t be said 'about the loca,tions dapicted by 
./ ~ 

van Eyck. A two-leveled image of ParadisB lS saen hare, whioh is based 
, 

on Revelation xxI, 1, the classical description of the celestial vision 

1 • 

1 

1 

1 

\ 
..:..t 

, , 



" 

( 

( 
/ .-' 

/ 
1 .t 

in which the author tells us he saw a New Heaven and a New Earth. 

The New [arth is the nbode of the blessed,"especia.lly when t.hey are 

assembled for the celebration of the Naw Covenant., which i9 the [uchar-

. t· . t ,,25 
~s ~c r~ a. It is from this location that man is spiritually up-

. .. 
lifted, 'during the mass, to the realms of the New Heaven. 

J ' 

Philip succinctly summed up t.he interconnection between the upper 

and lower panels.' 

Without doubt, the int~rior of the Chent retable 
presents the Eternal Mass in ths'Heavenly Jerusalem, 
of which the earthly celebration of tha New Covenant, 
the Eucharist, as performed by the Church, i~ but the 
t.emporal refloction. 26 

She int.erpreted Christ.'s rsgalia as those of the H~gh Priest, the tiara 

and cross decorated stole of the officiating Pries~, the books of st. 

John and Mary as thosa used in the recitation of the liturgy of the 
p 

19 

Eternal Mass, and the music making 8ngels as those who form the celestial 

h
. 27 c o~r. 

If tha Trinitarian figure is the priest in tha Eternel Mass, tnen 

Mary and St. John are the obvious co-celebrants. Mary's significanca, 
\ 

however, excedes her role in the mass; in addit~on sh~has besn inter-

pretad as the Bride of Christ. 
1 

In1~he first quarter of the twelflh century 
t~ • .:- • 

Rupert of _Deutz, a th'eologian and liturglst, was instrumental in initiat-

1n9 an int~rpretation of SÔldm~n's son~Of Sangs in tarms of the Virgin 

Mary. The Br ide in the Song II/as aquated with the Virgin. Solomon's 
• 1 

Sponsa had already baan interpreted by the early Chr~stian Church âs the 

Churchi but only in the twelfth century Illas the role of Ecclesia-Spons8 

taken over bj Mary.2U In the Ghent Allarpiece both Mary's.in$cription 

- 29. ' 
and her crown ,of jawels and floU/ors are appropriate for a bride., 

, , '-
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Allhaugh lhe apacryphal books describe~ M~ry'~ De~th ~nd 

AssumpLlon, none muntioned her onlhronemcnl in HeJvon ilS t~e Bride ' ~ 

of ChrisL. fluperL of DeuLz found jusLificuLion for this bslief in 
( 

Lhe allcgorical inLeq./rstation of Salomon' 5 ~g of Sanga. In seeing 

Mary as lhe Queon and Gride of Solomon, mudieval lheology identified 

Mary al1ogorlcolly w~Lh the Church and emphasized Lhe close ctnd lovln~ 

reldllonship beLween Christ and Lhe Church. lhs universality ofSalv-

ClUOr) Is, brought lo f,ulfilTmenL by Christ's marriaga to the Churoch. As 

such Mary'~ personal intercesso~y power acts 0' behalf of mankind. Hal' 

l'ole in the masS i9 heig~tenad by hor identification with the Church. 

In the mystary of the Eucharlst, not only Christ, but also the Church 

30 
offers herse If to the Almighly. The iQSCl 15 an inlagral part of the 

body of thought underlying the sa~ramenLal rite. 

As one of Lhe co-celebrants of the muss, St. John tha Baptisl 

must be considered primarily a« the precursor. The book in his'lap 

attesLs Lo th15 l'ole sinee the opening ward of the lext i9 CON50LAMINI , 
or "comfort ye", which continues, "prepara ya the way of the lord." This 

is one of the kay texts in the 800k of Isaiah (xl, 1-3). Looking toward .J 

the deity ho points to Him. His Fingal' is actually on the e~oss in the in-

scription on the moulding above his head, a ~ymbolic remindar of Christ's 
Q 

future dealh. 31 

The Upper,panels, if seen-in the conLext of the mess, pose no 

problems.' The placement of Adam and Eve, on the ether hand, has prod-

ucad difficulties. dThere 15 no preceden~· for thelr posUlen "of un-

deserved sublimity". 32 
, 

This faet 15 usad as supposed proof that the 

upper panels were not planned in ~he original altar program. Thinklng 

( 
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of the mass once again, it is recal1ed that at the most &acredpoint 

mun is admitted or transferred ta heaven. This is only a brief trans·' 

po r la li on. Adam a1 ~ ve. howe ve'~ • oc l a's mo~k i nd' s, e t"a i ra",. as en l~ 
a ti ves or i,ntercesJors. 1 heir p~~i Lion SBcutes the sacred' ùnion of 

\ ' 

21 

, ~:n 
Gad wi th man us promiscd in lhe Old Covr:méÎn"t. and fulfilled in the New. 

The originalors of sin express the eternal hope for reqemption of all - ' 

hUlJlunity. 

The lunettes above Adam and Eve continue' the thome of the masse 
! 

In imitation reliefs adorning the framing arohiLecture the murder of, 

Abel by the hand of Cain is deplcted on Lhe right oF Lhe open Altar-
" 

piecs; the motif for the mU~de~ the saCrifice of Cain and Abel, is 

shawn on t~ë left. The mur der ts likened to the cr~cifixion of Christ 

by the Jews and the s,acrific8 of the Lamb i5 a lime .. t)onourad prefigur-

otion of Christ's death on the cross and, therefore. by extension of 

the Eucharist, in which the Chur ch calebrales this sacrif-ice. 

Once the en tire Altarpiece i9 reviewed iLp 10gio 5eams Irrefutable. 

Any remaining doubLs about the conslstency of the inLerior program of 

the Chant ~etuble should be dispelled by Lhe symbolism of one objecL, 

the crown located at the feet of the Trinituriun Lord. The mass and 

Hs impJ:iCiJ tians of redemption are sùmmed up by it. The complex symbo1-

~ 

ism of Lhe crown ties Logether Lhe threads of meaning discussed. , While 
,; / 

the enthroned Deity wears Lhe popal Liera on His head, the. crown a t His 
• , 

, " feat i5 the symbo1 of His eternal kingship. The symbol i5 flanked by in-

scripLions on the Lhrone base which explain its meani~g. According ta the 
• 

Bib1ical texts (Rev~lation xi, ID, and 1 CorinLhian5 ix,25) the crown of 

, 
1 
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eternal' life is the reward of the maFlyr. Ta be united wilh the 

Lord in elernal iife is the hope of eVBry Chr'isUaQ. Therefore, the 

1 crown is the girt of this life to ,a redeemed mankind. The gift is 

imparted la the believer t~rough the sacrament of the mass. Sean aS 

Lh~",uppermost of the four abjects lhal appear- in the cantral vertical' 
1 

\ 

axrs of the work, the diadem epilomizes ~he meaning of the mass and 
'\ \ 

simultaneously represents the figur-e of the Godhead. Il i8 a~so the 
, \ . 

culmination poinL of the ide~s,expr-essed ln Lh~ har~zontal sequence of 

the~ upper level. Tho crown i6 lhe symbol qf ,eternal life newly be

stowed OR mankind in the ~erslns ~f Adam a~~ Eve. Last;y, Lhe.position 
\ '," 

22 

1 

of the crqwn, which is the intsr-secting point of an imaginery giant cross, 
\ 

visually draws together the upp'er and lower sections of Lhe retable and 

success fully binds togethsr the, iconQgrnphlc idees of the entire inner 

t'etable. 
.( 

The oUler panels of the (etable cannot be overlooked as they are 

closely c:onnec,te9 to the i~terior scenes. As Dhanens indicated:" The 

Annunciation represe~ts the beginning of the Redemption, itself th~ 

general theme of Lhe ~ork when open. HJ4 Furthermore, the Annun6f~tion 
\.;:~ 

which almost invariably opened the serias of miniatures illuslrating 

the Hours of the Virgin, also founo its usual position on the exterior 

'of the w,lngs in a fold~ng altarpiece. Abova the heads of Gabriel and 

tha_Virgln are prophats and sibyls whose presence is ju~tified by the 

inscriptions on thair scrolls which propheS'5' the glory 'bf the Vlrgln 

and Christ's Incarnation. / 
/ 

'- In the lowar register St. John the Baptist and St. Jo~n the 
\ 

Evang-

elist, are se en bablllen the patron and his wlfe. -They knael before thasa 

/ 
_" ___ ~_ .... ....-~- a __ " , p 1"., ....... -- .. - _______ _ 
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sainls in devolion. ' ? t. Jahn the 

simply e~plaiMed by the fact that 

also the original titular S6!nt 

,5 t~ Bava in 1540. 'S t. John the 

from the façt lhat tha alta~ wa9 
1 

has been quite 

atron saint of Ghant and 

until its dedication to 

position m,ay stem 

ay 6, the feast of his 

.J. 35 martyrdom. This lands support ta th ,conjecture that he was the 

tltular saint of Jodocus Vid's 
36 

apel. These two saints are 

" 

fur~her linked by the words on 
Q 

ndium ~~ the altar in the cen-

~ral inlerior panel - "Behold the Lamb of God Who taketh away the sins, 

\ 
of the world" ~ which were spoken by Ghenl'~ patron St. John the Bapt

\ 

23 

~ \37 
ist and rBcorded by SL. John the [vungelist. The words ara a constant 

'J, • 

raminder, 'bf' the A ltarpiece' s thame. 

The Alt~rpiece's unigue schema must hava been drawn up w;th an 

lntimate knowledge of-the literary heritage of tha Middle Ages. However, 

of the very large number of possible sources, two provide the basis for . 

the program: the Book of Revelation and the writings of Rupert oF Deutz. 

And [' saw a new heaven and a new'earth: for 
tho First heaven and the first earth ~ere 
pal?sed away • 

.This quotation "From the Book of Revelation (xxii, 1) points to\the oÙgin 
\ 

of the altar's symbo1ism. Unqu8stionably in this Altarpiece the upper 

architecture depicted the "new heaven" and the landscape balow the "new 

38 
earth" of, the Eternal Je~usale~. Ta jusLify further this locality aS 

the New Jerusalem, the buildings of the background are classified in ~.. 
ation,i!i. 12 and xxi, 2. 

tian p.nel 1. lik •• i.~ 
-, 

The main iconographie source for ·th 

from Revelation, vii~ 9-17. 

. '. 
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1 
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After this 1 baheld, and, la", a great 
multitude, which no man cou Id number, 
of aIL nations, and kindreas, and 
people, an~ langues, slood before the 
lhrone, and before the Lamb, clothed with 
wHite robes, and palms in their hands. 

Severel reFerencas .to the Lamb 'are made: Revelation v, 6-12, vii" 14-17 

and xiv, 1. Th~ Fountain of the Water of Life i5 likawise mentioned in 

Revelation several times,(vii, 17, xxi, l, xxi,6 ~nd 17, xii, '1) but,the 

directly followed raferenda From Revelation is Found in xxii, l, the 

of which are p~raphrased on the fauntain it~elf. 

And he shewed me a pure river of water of 
liFe, clear as crystal, proceeding out of 
the throna of God and of the Lamb. 

HIC EST FONS AQUE VITE PROCEDEN5 DEoSEDE DEI i:- AGNI. 

Llaarly aIL the figuras·and scena5 cannat be Fully' axplained by 

refarring solely to the Book aF Reve1ation. The overwhelming intent af 

the icanagraphy is ta establi h the theme of redemption. The Apocalypse 

24 

with its message of judgment pr vides one of the sources which was master-

fully interwoven by tha artist in consultation, with his theological ad-

visors. Another thread of 'equel, i not grealer importance ara the 

writings of Rupert' of Deulz. 

\) 

,1. Dhanans, Allareiece, 24. 

" 2. Dha~ens , A ltareiece, 16 

3. Puyvelpa, 66~ i 

4. Qhanan~, AllarQiece, 61. 
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5. In these popes Dhanens indicatl3d that "allusions can be traced" 
, to Martin U, seen in profile, Alexander V and Gregory XII, Pope 

and Antipape, bath standing in -the Paradise garden together. 
See Altarpiece, 61. 

6. Dhanens, AltarÉiece, 62r! 1 

7. Dhanens, Al(arpieca, 70. 

H. Dhanens, A ltar(;!iece, 89. ,. 
9. Daniélou, l2B. 

10. 'Daniélou, 130, translated f·rom P .G. , I,58BA. 
0' 

·1'1 " Il. Dan~e ou, 131. 

12. Pt)ilip, 64. 

. 13, Daniélou, 136, translated From P.C., XXXIII, llOBA. 
1" r 

14. Dani~lou, 13b, translated From P.C., XXXIII, llUC - 1116A. 

15. Philip, 65. 

16. Philip, 65. 

J. 7. Roosén-Runge discovered a similar phenomenon in The Rolln Madonna~ 
3 

The hem of Mary's roba i5 embroldered with liturgical hymns. 

18. 
; 

Danielou, 134, translated From P..-Ç. , XlVIII, 7079. 

19. Dhanens, Al taq~iec8, 841 

20. Ddni~lou, 135 •. .. 
21. Dani~loul 135. 

22. 0('1 Danle ou, 135, t.ranslaLed From P. C., XLVIII, 134C. 

23. For a complete explanation of the angels' raIe ln the mass, see 
Hommerslein, 17-31. ., 

" , 
24. Danielo~J 136. 

25. PhIlip, Sb. 

26. Philip', bl. 

27 ~ Philip,. 61. 

2B. Schlll~r, r; 24. 

____ ,..j..:....... ....... _ ............... ' ........ ,.;4 ... -........... U"'"tf .... _tW ... ' ..... _*_ ... " ... " ... H ...... ' _' .... t+ .... j!~~_,~_t-.k.l ....... ... 
..... .. "-"..1L_L ....... ~I'-- ... Lù.'''" ............ "" :\ tef!}'Mh j, -- _ ••• _- -

25 

) 

1 

\ 
l 



• ( 

( 

29. Mary's cr6wn of fresh flowers, ail tradltionally ~ssociate~ wilh 
lhe Virgin, roses, lilies-of-the-valley, columbines and lilies, lad 
Panofsky la suggesl that this undsual ima98 ~às prompted by a passage 
in St •. BFidg"et's Revelations. The fresh flowers in th~ crown leave 
little doubt that it was a bridaI crown. Ses Panofsky, l,220, no.2. 

30. Phllip, 81. ~ 

31. The sublle reinforce~ent of Chrisl's sacrif»ce has heretofore gone 
unnoliced. 

32. Panofsky, l, 221-

33. Philip, 60. 

34. Dhanens, Al taq~iecC:l, 52. 

35. Dhanens, A llat'E:!iece, 47-48. 

36. Panofsky, l, 208. 

37. Dhanens, Al tarpiscB, 89. , 
~ 

, , 
38. The dualf ty of he~ans that ·P~nofsky obser'ved but could not· explain 

i5, in fact, quite simple la understand. Further, whereas panofsky 
• saw the ~pp8r level as aestheticall~ ponderous and unsuitable for 

the-very ethereal lower section, Phllip expl~ined lhat the 

hlghesl heaven is tra~itionally 
represented in archïtQctural Form, 
while the celes liai a~ode ofolhe 
sleel is often dePictl'd as a parklike 
garden similar to~the- terrestnal Eden. 

See Philip, 5B. 
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Chap ter II 

Rupert of Deutz - A Twolfth Centul'y Source. 

Rupert of Deutz is not the best known of the German twelfth cent

,ury thaologians.
1 

Attention was recently brought la focus pn Rupert 

...... and his relation lo the Ghen't Âl~arpiece by Elizabeth Dhanens. 2 To 

this day, however, most historians of Me~ieval theology are unaware of 

nupert's importance. 3 His date and place of birth are unknown, although 

he w~s educ~led in the Benedictlne moroaslery of SL. Laurentius at Liège 

and was ordained in 1101 or 1102. IQ 1120 he was e1ected abbot of ~ 

Deutz (Rhine), a post he relained unlil his death ln 1129 or 1130. His 

life statistics rQveal none of the fiery characlepistics that made Rupert 

of Deutz a highly co1ourful, and, al lhe sûme time, conlroversial c1ergy~ 

man. 

Not one ta back away From the cha11~nga of conlroversy, he showed 

himselF to be extraordinari1y ~ bold" for the times and consequently 

merite~ the pr6~se Silvestre beslowed on him by labelling Rupert a ~Lrue 

"--

27 

, t 4 lnnova or". In his ~tlack of the teachings of Anselm of Laon and lllilliam 

of Champeaux ha wa9 accused or raving heretical ~io~s concerning the re-

• 
lationship of the omnipotence of God and the e<istence of evil. Although 

he defended himself brilliàntly in De Voluntato Dei french theological 

circles were 50 incensed that he was evenlually forced ta leave St. 

Laurentius for the safely of the mbnastery at Siegburg. This episode, 
"1- \ 

however, did not stop him from proclaiming his liberal doctrine and, in 

the final analysis, Rupert is hailed aS an indèpendent thinker, whe lilaS ... 
even unafraid te cri ticize authority of tQe slature of 5 l. AugusHne .• 5 an 

\W •• 
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oThroughout his caroer he remai~ed his own best promoter. rOI' 

ten years he travalled extensively in eastern Gelglum and northern 

6 ' 
rr~nce. As a result Lhere w~s Cl broad diffusion of his work that 

7 filtered throughout Europe from flanders ta I\ustrla. The major car-
~) 

riers of his thought WBre the greal Gen~dictine monasteries of the 

norlh.
8 

Dissemination of his tex'ls is confirmed by the 215 Rupertian 

manuscripts stil~ extant.J It i5 important for the argument of thi5 

study that Rupert's commentary on the Song of Songs had the second 

largest distributi~ and hie De,Victoria Verbi Oei enj?yed the third 

largBst. 10 ! 
Rupert's writings were inslrumental in establishing new patterns 

of thought, firstly in theolagica1/ then ln arti,slic circles. Because 
l 

his treatises wera innovative, thought-provoking, and visually oriented, 

2B 

it i5 not 5urprising lo find lhat his i~onographic ideas stimulated inler-

pretations in lhe visual arts. OP lhese the celebrated reliquary of st. 

Alexander (early twelfth century), altribuled with aimost abso1uLe cer-

~aint~to Godefroid de Huy~ has beBn the subject of much research. The 

iconographic theme of,the'twelve enamelled plaquettes has, however, un-

til recently, be'en overloo,ked. Eight of the twelve enamels represent 
, 

allegoricol figure~ of women which are label1ed underneath. ll ~ean 
f;> 

Squilbeck recent1y explained their presence by drawing parallels between 

12 
the reliquary and the wrilings of Rupert. The figures, hitherto mis-

underStood, were clorified'through Rupert's comm.entary on the Gospel of 

13 st. John. 

A contemporary baptismal font by Reiner von Huy, a native of the 8ame 

14 city, 15 based on the writer's commentary on the Book pf Kings. In a 

r 

, 
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very specific taxt Rupert described the twolve oxsn which carry the 

sea to the four corners of lhe world where thoy announce the Trinity. 

This unusual description Was the basis of lhe fontIs 
f 

15 oxen heads emergB From lhe sidas of the base. 

imagery ln wh~ch 

l 
1"" 

Some art historiens believe Lhat the creation of the GnaâensLuh1, 

a particu1ar rsprBsentation of the Trinit y in which God1the Father sup-

ports the cross of His ct'ucified son, i5 based upon texis of "'Rupert. 

Egid Beitz adamantly insists lhal Rupert 15 the inventor of the Gnaden-

16 1 ili!!!.. The author ci te.s a passage From Rupar t' s commentary on 'Job 

(xxxi, ~) in which he namas the cross slalora Patris, the scala of Gad. 

The form of lhe balance is, ln Beltz' opinion, that which the Gnadensluhl 

takes in art. A mQnuscript minialure frsm the monasLery at Deutz, attrib

utad to Theodorichus,17 acc~mpenies the tilla of the Rupertian work from 

which il was tak'en. De Trinitatae et de operibus ejus shows the form 

of lhe Gnsdenstuhl. Considering its juxtaposition, it is highly likely 

that the miniature was directly inspired by the texte 

A1 important example of a visuel translation of one of hls te~ts 

, 
29 

15 round in the st. pérégrin chapel of st. Denis,. One of the stained • 

glass windows represents a typical Gnadensluhl except for the abse~ of 

the dove. Grodecki, in his article, stated that the eomparison betweèn 

the window in the chapel and l1upert's'texl is "vtaisemblab1e".18 R~pert's 

influence!n the chapel doss nol end here. Anolher of the al1egorical 

windows shows God appearing ta Moses in tne burning bush. Since the 

time of the Speculum [celesias of Honorius of Autun, the burning bush 

- the fire tha\. burns but. does not' consume'- had been, ab,?ve aU, ,the 

symbol for Christ's immaculate conception. This Marian sym~olism 

eclipsed aU olher signif!cancB. However, in De Trinltalae et~e 
1.1. 
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. b . 19 t . th h h h . f th Al . ht d 0Der1 us elus Ruper saw ln e ~us t e slgn 0 e mlg y Go • 

In the context of the Moses·window lhe Christian ~ignificance of the 

20-bush was that of the fire of Faith and grace as describad by Rupert. 

It is significant ta emphasize that Rupart's,writings must have been 

highly influential: they were, after aIL, the literary stimulus for 

works of art, in the Royal Church of st. Denis, the mastermind of which 

21 was Abbot Suge,r. 

This brief account of works basad on Hupert's writings leaves no 

doubt that he was a great inSPir)tian for nBW thBmes in the visual arts. 

Examples could e~sily be mullip11ed ta show that a tradition had baen 

established. ,This living tradition did not fail to influence tha theo-

10gical advisor of ths Chant Altarpioce. Although it is claar that the 
\ 

Bible i5 the main 11 terary source of the lconography of the 1\gn'eau Myst-
1 

igue, one could, neverlheless, take al\.uay the, Biblical rsferences and be 

30 

left with a body of religious thoughL that clOS\BlY relate~ ta tha thao

l~gical and artistic/statament of the retable. lhe theory that its i~ono- ~ 

graphy \lias inspirao by Rupartian thought 15 strengthened, if one compares 
\ ' 

the text of his treatise De Victoria Verbi Dei with the Altarpiece. 

A closer look at the allegorical system conceived by Rupert concern-

ing the redemption reveals many re5emblances La the A1tarpiece. In the 

preface ta his work he describes the anemy of ~he Kingdom of God as the 

"seven-headed )dragon of the Apocalypse wtiich the Ar.changel Michael de-

22 featad." This dragon, frequBntly named as the AntiChrist, ls shown 

10s1ng ~he battie with Michael in a carving o~ the side of the angels' 

laclern in the upper interio!:' panaIs of. the retable. Rupert further ex-

plains Il lhat the Archangel Michael' s struggle with the dragon centres on 

" 
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M • th f Ad ,,23 ,,,an ln e persan 0 am. Oecause of Michoel's victorl "the 

8ngel5, wearing golden bands ornamented with precious stones, sang 

. d' . d ,,24 pralses an reJolce. This description 15 mirrored in the panel~ 

of the Musical Angels. In addition, Rupert' s commentary explains the 

presence of Cain and Abel, seHn in the Altarpiece above the,figures, 

of Adam and"Eve. He namas Abel "principium electorum generationis" -

25 the progenitor of lhe elect. Man, in the guise of Adam and Eve, 

created in Go'd' s image, sinned out of pride, yet aga!n and ::Igain Gad .. 

26 
promised redemp t:ion "per crucem et sanguinem suum" - by the 'cross and 

by His blood. IndeEld, in, the Neill Paradise of ;the enclosed garden, Mary 

:51 

," 27 
was interpreted by Rupert as the second Eve and Christ aS the second Adam. 

What more filting plâce for Adam and Eve than baside Chris:t. and Mary in 

thé New Haaven as described Jn tho Book of Revela lion" 

If the redemplion is necessilated by the Fall of Man, ils starting 

r 

point is the I\nnunciation and immiçent conception of' Christ. In t.he light ~ 

of Rupert's commentaries on the prophets Zechariah and Micah
28 

and that on 

the Annunciation 29 , the paintings of t~e upper and middle zones of the 
~ 

closed Altarpioce (where Zechariah and Micah are prominenlly displaysd , 
, ,; 

with thei~ books in the lunettes directly above the Annuncialion)take on 

a new significance and relev~nce lo the main theme. 

lhe upper Deesis.group of the ppened retable also finds paraileis in 

Ruperl's writings. In Oe Victoria Verbi Dei t.he Virgin Mary i5 equaled 

30 with the lIIoman crowned with the tweive stars of the Apocalypse, and 

with lhe Bride of Christ, a role which will be developed in datail latar. 

The words with which the Baptist announced Christ on aarth as the Ra-

deemer, "[cce Agnus Dei qui tollil peccaLa mundi", are writlen on the 

1 

i, 
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antependium of tha altar in the Adoration ponel and pronounced dur

ing the mass; these'words are referred to in the same work. JI 

In subsequont passages Rupert of Deutz~discusses the groups of 

participants in the Adoration panel. Among them he lists the judges 

and warriors of Lhe Old Testament as wolf as the more fa~iliar apost

les, Bvange!lsts, 'patriarChs, and propheLs. The various categories 

of saints, which Honorius of Autun was later La inc~rporate in his 

32 Sermon of AIl Saints, are listed more than once in I~upart' s works. 

, Nent- the end of De Victoria Verbi Dei Huport exclaims "Qualis 

triumphator, Deus Verbum, Deus et homo Jesus Chris Lus in majèstate sua 

sedebit'~ - What 0 triumpher. God the Word, Jesus Christ, God and /YJan; 

sa sh~ll He be seated in His mojesty. Ho then ci tes Christ' s 'invi t-

aUon: "Come, yo blessed of my FaLher, inherLt thekingdom prepared for 

33 you from Lhe ,founda lion of the WOI:' Id." 1 hus il is seen in the open 

Altarpiece: the Godhead, anthroned, bids Lhe worshippers in the ~doralion 

panel la partdke of the riches of His kihgdom. 

Of equnl importance la vélfl ,Eyck was Hupert's cummentary on the Song' 

32 

, ' j 

of Songs: indeed" Jan's in!.erpreLalion of Mùl'Y Is b;::sed upon H. Rupet'~'s 

mosL orig1n:Jl conLribution ta church literaLure was made in lhis comment-

ar,y bj oquating r1lary wiLh ChrisL's Bride. fJrior ta 1100 Solomon's Sponsn 
\ 

had buen inlerpreled as the Church. However, From the tenth century, 

increasing Jaith in the Virgin's powers of intercession CauS ad many 

German churches ta be dedicaled in Hel' honour and the legends of Mary 

wel'e widely clrculated here before the cuH became popular in other 
, 

34 \ 

ceuntr les. Hence it was natural lhat thee thrust ef the new lhinking 

should be found in Germany. Rupert was the first te interpret the ~ 
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t · 1 f Ct' 1 Ch 't~ 1 f h V' . 35 lC e 0 an lC es as rIS S ove or l s l.rgln. 

His comman lady mus t have do ne mueh to generate the thought-

36 
association change. This new understanding of lhe Feminine role in 

the Song had an Immediate responsa in- art. Three definitive examples, 

basad on nupert's writings, are found in sculptures of the Virgin: the 

Madonne oF Siegburg. ,the Mad~nna of Li~ge and lhe flladonna of -lhe Church . ' 

, 37 
of st. Mary in the Capitol, Cologne. In the ~tatue From Siegburg, 

beneath Mary' s feel, are leaf like ornaments which are a rsfsrence ~ 
Paradise, the enclosed ~ardan oF the Canlicle. In this New Paradise 

Ma~y is the second Eve and Christ the second Adam. This represantation 

oF Mary is clearly explained by Rupert. 
~ 

Hortus eonclusus, soror mea, sponsa, es, 
"Dei Genitrix" horlus conclusus. 'Fons. 
signatus. Emlssiones tuae paradisus 
malorum Punicorum eum .pomorum fructibus. 
Cyprus eum nardo,. nardus at crocus, fis,tula 
et cinnamonum, cum universis ligois Libani, 
'myrrh~ el al09, cum omnibus unguantis. 
Fons hortarum, putaus aauarum viventium, 
quaa fluunt impetu'da Libano ••• "Ecce novus 
paradisus, no~ae plarilationss, quas plantavit 
un us idemqye antiqui paradisi plaotator 
Dominus Daus. "Pbntava-raL autem Dominus 
Deus. ait Scriptura, paradisum voluptalls 
a prlncipio, in quo posuit hominem quem 
Formaverat. Il 38 

(" A c'losad !Jaruan thau art, my sieter, my wife, "0 Mother of God", 

A closed garden. a spring shut up, a fauntain sealed. Thy plants are 

an orchard of pomegranates, wi th pleasant Fruits; ca"tnphor', with spi ken-

ard. Spikanard with saffron; calamus and cinnamon, with all lreas of 

frankincanssj myrrh and aloas, with ~ll tho chief spices; a fountain .. 
of gardens, a weIl oF living waters, and streams From, lebanlJn. l'Bahold 

\ 

tha naw garden, the naw orchatds, whion the one and Same Lord God had 

," ____ .. ,. .. _ ••• r-w ,\~" 

33 
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planled", says, the S'cripture, "from lh~ very beginning a garden of 

deUght, in which He ploced lhe man He had made.") 

Rupert not only calls Christ' s Bride the Mother of God (Dei 

Genitrix) but refers to t.he new garden t~at thA Lord, the ~rigin3tor 

of the old garden, has planted. This direct reference to Mary a~ the 

Bride and the second Eve is pictorialized in the upper interior reg-

ister of the' Ghent Altarpieca. Surely hore is further justification 

for the placement of Eve and Mary - the naw Eve - on the same exalted 

levaI. 

The introduotion of Mary as thEJ Bride of Christ immediately ,irans-

poses the imagery of
o 

the Song of Salomon from the Church to the Mother 

of God. Hence 

ii, 1-2 am the flowsr of the fields and the lily 
of the valleys •. As the Uly among thorns, 
sa is thy ~ove among the daughters. 

\ -' 

iv, 12 Illy sis ter ,. my spouse, is a garcij:ln enclosed, 
a garden enclosed, a fountain sealed up. 

refers te the IIhgin. The lily which is. an tlccompanlmeht to the 

virgins in the Ghant Altarpiece, is prominently displayed }n Mary' s 

bridaI crown.
39 

Rupert comments furthor on ils qualities: 

,-
Lilium quippe Iactei Floris est herba. 
con jus dum candor sit in foUis, auri lamen 
species lntus effulget. !ta" f los campi" 
sive "!ilium" ego sum, f los lacteus, id 
est, puer mundisslmus. Flos, inquam. et 
castitatis lilium cujus dunl caro siva 
humanites exterius"satis munda sit, Div
initatis lamen sp~cies intus imcomparabilis 

40, 
es t. 

("For tha Illy is a flower of milky whitenass, the whi teness baing in 

its pelaIs. but: lIIi thin ia 1 yet the glistening radiance of gold. Sb, t.hen, 

._,. __ ~_, ... _ ............ ,_. (>, 

34· 

o 

\ 

1 -- , 
1 

j 

~ 



\ 

( 

l 

( 

( 
t 
" 

1 am "the f lOll/ir of the field" or the Il lily", a f lawer of m!1ky 

whitenass, which i5 to say a comaly youth. Tha flower~ l say, is 

the lily of chastity, tha flash of humam ,nature of which is out-

wardly comely enough, yet the countenance of the Divine that i5 

wi thin i5 incamparably be6utiful.) J 

The imagery oF Mary as the enclosed garden is constantly em-

phasized by ~upert. One example has been mentloned (Migne CLXVIII, 

B93), suffica iL to quota one mare. 

" ••• OporaLur, inquam hoc ipsum quod hortus conclusu5 
es quod ~mis5iones tUDe paradisus talis et tam pulcher, 
sicul ex istls aromalum septem speclabus anim advarti 
potest, J,inter quas principalis est nardiso, unde et bis 
praedièâri val numerari meretur, cum dico" cyprus cum 
nardo, nardus et crocus."41 

(IIHa [the Holy Spirit] il i9 who doas this, say, Himself, bacause 

you are a closed garden, bacouse you ara such a beauliful garden, a 

garden of your flowers and trees, jusl as one can see From lhasa your' 

seven kinds of spices, among which the chief is spik1nard, and as 

such deserves to be lwica named and twies praised, when 1 say, "cam-

phor wilh spikenard, sp;kenard with saffron.") 
,. 

'The Ad~ration 'panel of the Ghent' Altarpiece has often been referred 

lo as a Paradis a landscape. As the new Paradise garden named by 

42 Rupert il is, by extension, the hor~u5 conclusus. In this enclosed 

garden there are some slriking parallels between the comme~tary and the 

Adora tion pariel. 

iv, ~13 lhy plants are a paraaise of pomegranates 
with the fruits of the orchard. Cypress wiLh 
spikenard ••• 

Of the pomagranale Rupert says 

35 
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Tot enim jam co~edis fragmina malorum Punicorum, 
qoot beatas animas martyrum confessorumque tuarum 
hinc assumis, at lransfars in illud viLae sempi-
tarnas s8eretum~ 43- ' . 

(liAs many as are the bits of parnegranates that you eat, 50 man y i9 

the number of the blassed souls of yout' martyrs and conf essors that 

you take from hers and have tham share iri the mystery of life eternal".) 

Prominently placed beside the hoIy confessors van Eyck has païnte~ 

a large number of pomagranatas. Significantly thsy are not associated 

with any of the othe~ holy groups found'in the Altarpiace. This con-

cordance 19 conlinued in Rupert's re~arks about cypress. 

,.1 

\ Nam sïeut cedru's impulribile lignulTI atque odariferum, et 
cypressus lignum cedra pena praximum~ virtu~is eximiae 
sunt, lemplorum quoque lrobibus apta, impenelrabi1i 901i
ditate nunquam oneri cedunt, sad ea, qua in principio 
fuerint, firmitate perseverant, ila damestici nostri 
aposlaii atque aposLolici viri, doc tores Ecclesiarum . 
atque praelati, perpetuas virtutis atque, Fil'mitudinis 
indeficlentes erunt, et domu5 quoquc manuFactae noatrae 
stabunt, quandiu durabit. saeculum, tilulum habentes. 44 

("For Just as cedar is bath an imperishable and odifer!Ju5 wood, and 
( 

cyprass wood Just about as good as cedar, so then ~re thesa"two woods 
. 

particuiarly apt for church baams; being 50 strong aS ta naval' give way 

or yield to any weight and they will forever retain their strength, 50 

tao, then,are our native-barn apostles and thosa who assist and guide 

them, the doctors and prelates of the church"of enduring strangth, 

and t.hay shall bo recognized and stand fore.,r as pillara of the church.") 

Jus t. as the cypresa which pierce the horizon above them glve 
, 

slrength la the church, 50 the doctores Eccl~5iarum are its pilIers. 

Vari Eyck's cypress are clustared behind th~ holy confessors and Church 

doclors indicating thair importance te Chrlst.'s work on earth. 

36 
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/ 
Il even seems thal the- Altarpiece complies with Rupert'~ writings 

about the significance of floral côlour. 
, 

Van Eyck has limiled the 
\ 

blossoms to thraa colours: rad, purple and white. The rad~ of the 

roses, pomegranates, stock flowers be~ide the'holy confassors on t~e 

left and the peonies r~anking the holy virgins on the right not only 
\ 

serve to frame these participants but also unda~scotes the'il" martyrdom • 

. lik~ lhe fore~ and oentre-ground are libe,.lly sprinkled .ith the 

whites of the lilies-of-the-valley, and numerous unidentifiabla flowers 

which are simply Flecks of white paint. The lilies that flank the 
\ 

virgins are gleaming white. As numerous as the white flacks are the 

purple violets carpeting tha fo~eground {n front of the precursors of 

Chri~t, the apostles and church fathars. Purple iris stand in a state

ly manner baside, the lily in the rLght middle (;j'round. Indeed one might 

ask if any importance can be attached to the sole use of lhese three 

\ 
colours. Agoin, to hark back to our source, Rupert su~plies an answer. 

Tunc apparuerunt, id est cortissi~e apparebunt 
flores mult!, flores saneti ae diversi~ 
alii videlicst martyrio rubicundi sive~purpurei 
ali conFessions siva ~d imitationem nostri, 
vi~ginitatis incorruplione candidi. 45 · 

("Then there'appeared, that ls ta say that there most certainly will 

appear, many flowars both hol~ flowers and others, that have turned 

aw~y, sorne will be of 'the red or purple of martyrs, ot.hers white; an 
',-

incorr'uplilHe white, acknowledging, ~s we do v1rginitly.II) 

Thu~ Rupert of Deut~' innovativeOJm~enlary produced a new type of,\ 

Madonna in the field of ort - as the Bride of Christ. And by 50 d~ing, 

the gardan imagery, so plentiful in the Canticls of Cantieles, becomes 
~ , ; 

C> 

associated with the Virgin. Neverthelass, Rupert does nat provide the 

J 
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" r observer with the'ullimata source.for the floral symbolism of the 
~ 

Ghant Altarpiece. and trees 

mentioned in his comment~ry that are 
... 

piece (cypress, pomegranate, sword lily,· lily of Lhe field, and red, 

.hil~. and put flo.e,,) it ls evidenl- thal many plants have he.., 

left unexplained. The· search for additional sources, therefor~t, must 

continue. 1 

NOT~S 
~\ 
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Par t II 

Chaptel' III 

The Flowers of the Ghant Altarpiece 

~ ::... 
In his study of 1903 F. Rosen for the first time precise1y 

labelled the trees,- bushes an.d plants of van Eyck' s masterpiece. l 

This provided the basi9l' for a datailed examina tion under taken in 

2 1950 by L. Hauman. However, no interpretation of the vegetation was 

attempted. The'classification system devised by him has baan adopted 

in the present s tudy·. (Appendi xl) 
1 

With Hauman's initial thirty-two 

spacies and the additiona1 five discovered by this writer,f it is ap-

parent that Rupert of Deutz's commentaries do not supply us with the 

only source mataria1. , . 

r As outlined in the introduction this part of the study will 

analyze the vegetation with the help of a number of sou~ces, which 

fall in two categories: religious and medicinal. tram these ,it will 
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then be p1'oposed that one of tham, a herbaI, was the most likely single " .... 
manuscript employed by the artist. Howeve1', a qeneral survey of the 

varieties and l'Ocation of the plants and traes is a prerequisite to ~ 

a discussion of theil' symbo1ism. The garden flbra conveniently clust-

ers around the participants of the Adoration panel~ It will ba de-

scribed and analyzed group by group. (~lat~ 1) 

In the foregro~d the vegetation spreads like a carpet under the 

prophets and patriarchs on the laft, the fountain in the centre and 
\ , 1 

the apostles and chul'ch membe1's on the right. Dandelions (teraxacum 

vulgare, no.25), violets (viola odorata, no L 32), st1'awberries (f1'agari6 
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vesea, no.lg), and daisies (bellis perannis, no.2) are comman ta 

bath sides. Great plantain (plantago major, no.27) and tansy (tan-

acetum vu1gare, no. 30) are found under ths rlght group but nat the 

left. Varrow' (achillea millefolium, no.33) and sorrel (rumex aceto-

sella, no.34), lwo herbs provlously unidentified, are located be-

neath the apostles. Several plants found on~oth the left and right 

side of the panel are undoubtedly periwlnkle (vinca minor, no.35) a1-

:3 though they are depicted without thei. characteristic blue flowers. 

Under the founlain a great c1uster of while clover (trifolium repens, 
, 

no.31) ~terming1es wllh the everpresent strawberrles and lili~~of-

the-valley. Woodruff (asperula odorata, no.16) oecupies a ~lace to 
) 

lhe left of centre. Anolher periwinkle sprouts up under the right 

hand corner of the fountain. 

Sorne of the plants below the allar duplicate severai of the 

foreground types. Two lilles-of-the-valley, some strawberry leuves, . . . 

several violets and white clover are noliceably present. There also 

appears ta be another sorrel plant, unnoticed by Heumen, besid,8 the 

right censing angel. 8eneath the same angel is a solitary pi1ewort 

• (ranunculus ficaria, no.24) otharwisa known as lesser celandi~e. 160-
/ , 

lated from the main vegetation under the altar, il/stands ou~ promin-

\ 
ehtly, its dark green, heart-shaped leaves aecompanying a si~gle white 

, 
flower with nini narrow petaIs. 

The two small gardens, symmetrically pleced al mid-height of the 
• jL 

central panel, on eithar side, beside the confessors on the 1eft and 

the famals ~artyrs on the right, cantain a wealth of plant sp~cie9. In 

a very limited space van Eyck has portrayed a great ~~riBt'Y of flowaring 
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p~ants ta complement the virgins. The'ensemble i9 dominated by 

gooseberry bushes (ribes ~ulgare, no.lO), underneath which are 

two Madonna lilie9 Clilium candidum, no.2I)~several long iris 

stalks (iris florentina, ~0.20), columbine (aquilegia vulgari~, 

no.15), red peony bushes (pasonia sp., no.20), and greater celandine 

(chelidonium majus, no.17). The standard strawberries, lilies-of-the-
, 

valley, dandelions and woodruff are again present in the_grasse Dn i 

the left side of the·Adoration panel, apposite- the virgins' garden, 

anothar equally diverse botanical ensemble accompanies the confessers. 

~gai~st the left frame white grapevines(vltis vinifera, 00.13) are 

intertwlned and ramble over a low fance, their large succulent bunches 

ef grapes hanging on the laden vines. To thei'r right t'P~ pomegranate . 
(punica granatum, no.4) displays its red flowers and fruit. A rose-

bush (rosa sp., no.12) standing beside the pomegranate is ovèrshadowed 

by a large fig (ficus carica, no.3). The smaller herbaceous pla~ts 

spread below this backdrop of large bushes. Solomon's seal (polygonatum 
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.. 
multiflorum allioni, no.29) branches out beneath the)rosebush, its ellip-

tical leaves turned one way, while lts small clusters of' drooping flowers 

fal1 in the opposite direction. In~front of it greater celandine (chel-

idonium majuB, no.17) dalicataly nods its leavas in \the breeza. The 

habituaI lilies-of-the-valley, dandelions, in seed and flower, and a 

few strawberry leaves are liberally Stattared throughoul, ,Great plan

lain (p lantago major, 'no.27) and tansy (tanacetum vuigare, no. 30) are 

tucked back in against the higher foliage. Heretofore unobserved by 

botanis ts iis a soli tary herb robert (geranium rober tianum. no. 36), the 

tiny flow~r~ of which are recognizable. A type of stock (matthiola 

spec., no.28), the positive identification of which cannot ba made by 
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Hauman. stands at the bottom LefL hand corner of the group. Just 

above it is an unidentified plant with clusters of white flowerettes. 

Unquestionably a member of the umbelliferae, it very likely is Sur-

netls saxifrage (pimpinella saxifraga, no.37). The divarsifièd -grDup 

of bushes and plant!ii/,{g completed by the ras: c:ampion (lychnis coron

aria, no.18) that blooms benaaLh the pomegranale. 

Cyprus (cypressus semparviràns, no.l), da.te palm (phoenix dactyl-
v 

ifera, no.2), orange (citrus aurantium, no.5) and pine (pinus pinea, 

no.6) are' among the trees that spread over the five bottom panels. 

Beeches (fagus silvatica, no.ll), wild cherry (prunus av~ium, na.7), 

/.. 
possible maple (aeer sp., no.9) and fir (pice~lexcelsa, no.8) are spot-

ted throughout the landscape. As with the plants there are trees which 

cannat be recognized, despite their ~elicate treatment. One of them 
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~s described by Hauman aS a viburnum \Viburnum opulus or viburnum thymus, 

no.14), a bush which i5 strewn with white blotches. (Plates l, XIV and XV) 
~~~ . 

The foreground v getation already described is bounded by the 

pa~riarchs, praphets. pastles and cle~gy. IL is ganerously sprinkled 

with violets, slrawber ies, daisies and dandelions. The lawl~ violet 

(viala ada~ata) is a m st familiar plnnt in Lhe Altarpiece. Il aceurs 

nine limes in front of the holy men. Significantly~ the purpla colour 

of its blossoms is rep esentative of martyrs. lhese small flowers. mod-

eslly hangi)g their h ads, have, From thé time of Greek mythology, stood 
. ~ ! 

for hl/mi li ty. described the Virgin in such lerms: "M~ria 

est viola humilitati 8ecause of lheir humble character, violets 

are familiar in Flemish and ~erman pictures of the Madonne in 

li garden, as in the Frankfu'rl Paradise Garden e. 1420 {frankfùrt. Sti:idel-
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sches Kunstinslitut) where violels are found at Mary's feat. In 

fact van Eyck depicted the innocent flowers in another garden set-

'.. .-ting, surrounding Mary in the Madonna at the rountain c. 14' (Antwarp, 

Musée Royal). 
e 

The violet's symbolic presence in the J\doration panel i9 st.rength- \ 

ened by the myth that il wes one of the flowers on which the shadow of 

the Cross fell on the day of the crucifixion and, like others in that 

5 shadow, it drooped in sorrow. Growing Iike a carpet in ~he foreground 

of the Altarpiec~, these,seemingly insignificant plants have bean idant

ifi~d with tha specifie qualities of humility and sorrow, tlilO pre -

requlsites for members of the elect at the sacrifice of th~ Lord. 

Most of the plants painted in the Altarpiece had medicinai pur-

poses, many of which were given religious overtones by the church author-

ities: 

8ei Rose, Lilie und Veilchon wird von den 
kirchlichen .Autoren eigens harvorgehoben, 
das5 sie auch wagen ihrer Heilkraft mit 
Maria verglichen worden konnen. 6 

Aithough it i5 foreign to the modern reader to discuss the herbs in 

terms of their healing powers and their affect on the .interpretation 

of a painting, lhe very natu~e of herba was studied and underslood by 
. 

a~tis.ts and lay people alike. Il must hav,a baen an accepted practice 

of the 1ate Middle Ages. It i5 also important 'ta note that nat only 

herbs but 8+90 showy flowering garden planls ~ere cultivated for medicin-

al usa. Many of the ones present in the Ghant Altarpiece garden, includ-

ing the violets (as mentioned in the quotation a~ove) were put to medic-

7 Inal'use in ,van Eyck's day. À 

/ 

As a medicinal flower, the Violet·wes idenlified in a herbaI of 
1351, Liber Magistri Avicenne an de Herbarijs, (Brussels ms.15624-15641) • 
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It was ~ed for the easing of pain and the curing of sicknes~, 

,especially hot sicknesses tike cholera. As a palliative against . , 

such evils as headaches. it aRPears thal the violet, in ils various 

forms. (i.e. ail. pounded leaves. sugared) i5 a general peinkiller 

and, as such, relatas in a larger way ta lhose who have suffered on 

behalf of Christ.
8 

Another popular garden planl is the strawbarry (fragaria vesca). 

Indeed, it· is frequently found in a Paradise garden aS.for instance in 

the Frankfurt Paradise Garden panel, araund Mary's feet and in the same 
\ 

anonymou5 artist's Mary in Strawberries c. 1410-1420 (Solothurn, State 

'Museum). In Roger ,van der Weyden's Madonna and Saints c. 1450 (rrank-

furt,stadelsches Kunstinstltul), also known as the Medici Madonna. a 

strawberry planl ls portrayed beneath the feet of Sl. Pele~, a direct 

reference la its being a Paradise garden plant. It also has a medicinal 

46 

function in this panel. Growing near Sainls Cosmos and Damian, who are 

inlerpreted as patrons of a medicel fuculty9, it acts as an extension of 

,their healing pawers. S~rawberry plants inlermingle amang the foregrourtd • 

plants in the Altarpiece. The ve~y recagnizable serrated le8ves spring. 

up throughout the garden, but appear most aften near violèts. (Plate 1) 

This Is not purely a coincidence: slrawber~ies, as a symbol of perfect 

righteousness, are often companions ta the violets from which we may ~ 

gather thal th:- truly ,fruitful soul Is' always humble. As a fruit, lhe 

• /; l,ID 
berry is considered le l:Se' food for the b esseu. 

The strawberry, oddly anough, was sdarcely mentioned by t~e an-

c~enl5 in thair medicinai lore. JI , 
Ils healing banafite must have been 

iJ 

, discovered later. According to the Liber M8gistri Avicenne it has a 
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specifie use. 

• 
Ende coeli op aIle heste steden 
geplaestert met garsten mele.l~ 

("And it cools aIL hot [feverlsh] areaS when applied la them with 

barléy flour as a plasier.") 

Used as a plasler fol' inflamed areas the sttawberry's curative powers 

relate (as.~id Lhe violet's) to the physical suffering of the apostle9 

and prophels. 
'. 
The little daisy (belli~ perennis) is sprlnkled throughout the 

foreground, sometimes merging imperceptably with the white flecks of 

painL. It is, as one might expect, il flower of innocence und madesty, 

13 mosi specifically Mary's. For obvious reQsons it is teamed wilh the 

other,plants heroiofore menLioned - violets and sLrawberries. A similar 

comblnation is magnificenLly displayed"in Stefan 'Lochner' 5 Nadonna in 

the Rose 8ower, c. 1431J-H40 (Cologne, Wùllraf-Richarlz-/Ylusoum). How-
, 
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ever, the duisy's relationship Lo the crucifixion aS a symbol of eternal' 

l , f d dt· 14. . t t t th t bl ' . d· 1 a an ra emp Ion 15 mora Impor an 0 e 1'0 a 0 s overrl Ing 

theme. The numerous dots of white painted dUlsies underscore the Altar-

piece's major message. Further proaf of Lho flowar's symbolic use i5 

provided by Roger van der Wayden's Madic! Madonna, where the daisy 

(a long with the strawberry already'mentioned) grows benoaLh st. PeLer's 

fest. Surely Lhis symbol of sternal lif~ 15 mûst appropriate fol' PeLer 
~ . -

.., 115· ' , 
ta Heaven. 1 CoincidenLally, Gurarde' s Herball of who holds the kays 

1~97 sU9gusts thal the juiee "puL Into the aies cleareLh lhem, and 

lb 
takeLh away the water of them" - a 5ubLlo indication Lhat, with the 

promise of aternal life, cames the expeclation thnt ona's,spiritual vision ,.,. 
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wlll be cleared. 

Tho dondelion (loroxDcum vu1g~['~"spdtted hors and thora in 

thG Parndlso 1ùndscnpe, but pnrticul~rly near lhe foregrQund groups, , 
i~, 1ike nll m~lky planLs,' Q symbol for lhe dUJLh of Christ, and for 

17 ~ 
martyrs. Previously, in lhe EnglûndfahrElr All~rpiece, 14~5, (Hamburg, 

Kunsthalle) Master trancke p1aced a dandelion in front of the sorrowing 

group al the base of the cross. Furlher subslantiation of the weed's 
.... ·"'r; 

connection ta Christ'~ death Is found in the panel of st. Veronica wlth 
~ 

tho Sudùrium c. 1430-1434 (Frankfurt, Sladelsches Kunstinstit~l) by the 
. ' lB 

Moster of Flémalle, where it grows at the saint's feet. The 1351 

Liber Magisl~i Avicenne indicates its ganeral henling powers against hot 

or inflamed spots, as weIl as for irrilaled iiver, bladder, uterus and 

kidney: 

[nde es goet geplaestert op hale 
hoeftswere. hele lever a hata mage. 
hele niera. hele blase. hate moeder. 
heta ericipiia &de op hete aposlemen. 
&de op aIle hete steden. lg 

("And it is good when applied lo .feverish head sores, livers, st'Omachs, 

kidneys, bladdars, wornbs, infected skin diseases, skin ulcers and aIl 
.' 

fe}lsrish areas.") 

The arrangement of plants under. lhe apo~tles' féet in the 'rjght 
1 

fOi"eground 5eems randomly painted·. This,however, cannat be the case. 
, 

The dandalion, yarrow (achillea millefolium) and great plantain (plant~ 

ago major) found below the roba of th~ apostla closest to the fountain . , 

(Plate III) are three herbs wilh strikingly similar madicinal usas. 

Creat plantain, an age old medicinal herb, is known from the wr!t!ngs 

of Oioscorides as an antidote for the flow of blood. 20 A more contempor-

/ 
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ary source, the Liber Magistri Ilvicanna deemed great plantain par-

ticularly ~efficacious in healing - especially in ~he treaLing of 

wound5. 

Ende wegebrede '8S goal verseen wondan 
mat le doenp dragena. ende suvarl hasr 
vulheiL. 21 

("And waybread ia good for wounda with puss and cîp.anses t.hom of 

their impur Hies. ") 

Picloriaily it was pioneered by lhe Master of Flémalle in his 21 . .. 
• Veronica panel mentioned above, where it Mad direct connections with ' 

the saint who wi~ed the bloody face of Chrisl. 22 

• Yarrow, picturad just above the great plantain, is used for sim-

llar ailments~ As the liber Magistri Avicenne indicates: 

Mille faliurn. es heet ende droge in den 
.2. graet. ende heilt wonden. ende es 
goet in wonden dranke. 23 

(nYarroll/ i5 hot and dry in the second degree and Meals wounds ana makes 

a good beverage [ta be teken] in th~ presence of wounds.") 

This was seconded by the laler Herball of Gerarde: 
, ' , 

Tho leaues'of Yarrow do close vp wounds, 
and keepe thern from inflammation, or Flety 
9wo11in9' it stancheth bloud in any parl of 
tl:le cb'ody ••• 24 

The symboli~m of yart:ow and graal.. plantain takes, on .. a n~ûJ dimension be-

causa of their proximity ta a dandelion. The dandelion foû~d al the 

crucifixion and as a symbol of martyrs ls combined with plants that stop 

the Flow of blood, 10 thls case reFerring ta the blood both of Christ .. 
and the marlyred apostles. 
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A tansy plant (tancelum vulgare) grows slightly to the right, undar 

r, " 

l 
1 
1 



/ 

( 

o 

Q 

the seme apostle's foot (Pl;te IV, lower left hand corner). In her 
, 1 

discussion of the vegetation in the Ghent Altarp'iece, Behling singles 

out tansy for spec~al emph8~is, explaining that, becaU98 or its pousers 

1 25 
to fand off damons, it is usually placed next ta holy martyrs. As 

such it i5 woll positioned baside the God-fearing apostles. Althaugh 

Beh'"ling discusses the medicinal quali ties of the herb, she 9Tms unaware 

.. 
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1 

of one of ils gpec~f ic . healing aspects. Accarding ta the by noUl famil- " . 
• 

iar Liber fYIagistri Avi~ltansy 15 ~xcellent as a drink for Ulounds}6 

Thus a very close medicinal relationship is established amang great plan-

tai~ ~arroUl and tansy. 
. 

A sizaable clump lof sarre! (rumex aceto5ella) nesUes ln under 
.. 1 

the bare foot of the second kneeling apostle (Plate IV). Previously un-
, 

naticed, its significance cannat be ignorad. It Is nat accidentaI tnat 

sorrel's imagory also relies on medicinal application, which the ~ 

Magistri Avicenne provides. Sorrel treats a multitude of afflictions, 

27 nct Ieast of which is swollen eyes, caused by being burned., Conslder-

ing the par,seoutions of the apostles, re~ercussion9 from burning arB 
l " 
1 .. 28 

possible. 
. . / 

Al! the above herbs found grollJlng Inear the apostles have medicin-
JI 

al application: great plantain, yarrow ~nd tansy are ail efficacious in 

the stopping of blood and healing of Ulounds, ~hile sor rel is used as a 

treatment for sore eyes •. Surely there ls a direct relationship between 

t~e plants" healing powers and those followers of Christ who were-phys-

ically maligned for the glory of Ithe Lord. 

The medicinal symbolism understandably does not carry aver ta the 

1eft foreground groups. Thess figures, after aIL, usere the forerunners 
t 
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oor Christ, and as such were not pel\Secuted; a fact that ls reinforcad 
" 

by thw presence of two delie~t8 lilies-of-tha-valley (eonvallaria maj-

alis). The plants aet as indicùLors of the'two distinct groups: one 

. is located beneath the hem of the first prophet and one beneath t.he" 

foot of the firsL patriarch. (Plates l, V and VI) As onê of the first 

f lowers tp announce the raturn of spring, the pla,nt became a symbol of 

the Advent of Christ. 29 1 

Thus thay raiAforce the significanca of thasa 

participants in the Adoration. sc~ne. In the wey of extended sy.mbolism 

the little flowers are regarded as representaLives of redempÙon. 30 Ao/ 0 

such. they act, on a secondary leve1, to emphasize the main Lherne of 

the Mystic Lamb panel. The Interpretation of the lilies-of-the-valley 

in' the Ghent Altarpie'ce 15 confirmed in van Eyck' s Madonna a t the· 

FounLain. 1n this panel the most promlnent of several lilies-of~the• 
valley st:ands dire~.tly beneath the Virgin, wh"era it gloriously announces 

tha birth of Christ. 

Halfway between the lilies-of-the-va11ey sorne periwink1e (vinca 

minor), unobserved by either 8ehiing or Heumen, fans out aeroas tha 

, grass ~Plate VII). Unlike Hs pravlous portray'al in the FrankfurL Parad:" 

Ise Garde~ lhe Ghant Alta~piece plant reveais none of its characleristic 
1 

blue flowers. In the Frankfurl paradise Gargsn it is no accident th~t 
, . 
the devil dragon of St. George ~ests on a bed of periwinkle. According 

1 

to the 1485 Gart/der Gesundheit,/the plant has a repulation for.warding .,. 

Fr '1 .. t :H o eVl splrl s. Here, in the garden oF the'Chent AILarpiece, the 

periwin~le serves ta proteét the onlookers From the power of the devil • 
1 

For thasa prophBts~ ,this protection has already taken effect, otherUlise , ~ 

they could not have bsen the forerunners of Christ. 

\ 

.\ 
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From the symbolic intarpretations of the roreground flowers, 

it seems'clear that they're-emphasize the groups' meaning and pos-

ition. On tme left theprophets a~d patriarchs extdl the virtûes 

of the future Christ, the !ily-of-the-valley marking ~ha advant. Thau 
/, 

apostles and church members on the other side have suffered, and in 

some cases, died for Chr i5 t and the medicinal· qU'é!li ties of yarraw, 
" ... 

9reat plàntain, tansy an'tl sorrel attest la their afFlictions_i ' 

The lush thick growth of vegetation under the fountain cônlrasts 

witli that found on either side. Howeover, it lS not unexpacta~ in such 

a moist areil. (Plate VIII) IVisua1ly it provides a caesura for the 

plants that otherwise carpet the foreground. White claver (tr~folium 

repens) is:the most.prominenl ground caver, iëcenting the vertIcal axis 

of; the fountâin. Viewing, ,the open Altarpiece as a whole the four'tain 

ls the lawest e1amant on the main oontral verti~~l ads of the ûpper 

and ,lower panels. Descending From the upper' levaI of tRe retab1e~the 

52 

Tr tni tar ian lord f igur,\ 15 fallowed. by the crown of the father, the , ~ 
, .\ 

Dave of the Holy Ghast and the Lamb..of Christ. This obvious visual 
r 

affirmation of the lrinitarian nature of the Lord is complemented and 

subtly undarscored by the profusion of, white claver al the fountain's 

ba,se. 13ecause of ils very obvious tripartite lElaves il 15 a symbol of 

the Trini~y ant the Church.
32 

;' 

Prior la van Eyck's USe of lhe plant the r'lasteJ;' offlèmalle peintad 

claver in his Virqin and Chi1d panel c. 1430 (Frankfurl, Sladelsches 

Kunstinstitut), but withoul 5uch obviaus conn~ct~n5. 
o 0 " 

HOI\l9Ver, Van 
1 

Eyck employed clover's medicinal benefits' tO,his advan~aga in his~-
o 

ciation c. 1433-1434 (Washington. ~ational Gallery of Art). In a highly , ~ 
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.. 
sLylized mann8~ ho painted a bo~der of claver le8v8s framing the 

floor lile seene of tha "Samson" square. This is aspecially approp-

r iata for th.e blindad Samson sinee, aS Cerarde indicated in his HerbaU, 

it is used as a medicine ta alleviale "pin an"d Web", an eye disease. 33 

The border of claver encompasses only this seene in tha floor deeor-

aHon, the;eby reinforeing ils symbolic purpo·ss. ' The same princip le of 

decoration (which will be clàrified Iatar) applies ta th~ SCBne beIow, 

• 
framed by columbine • 

The clump of woodruff (asperula odorata) found to the left of the 

fountain in the extrema foraground gràws in abundance in damp solI. 

·~oget van der wey~en portrayed woodruff in his Entombment c. 1450 

(florence, Uffizi) wh\ch suggests that the plant i5 related ta the 

avants surroundingQChrist's deoth. Medicinally, however, if 5eem5 ta 

relate te the plants found beneath the apostles. Gerarde's Herball r~-

ported that woodruff, like great plan~oin, yarrolll and tansy, was useful 

when applied to wounds and, like the dandelion, "i t is good for a11 

"" 34 sicknesses that come from heat." The mord familiar strawb~~ry, lily~ 

~ , . 
Q of-tho-valley and periwinkle found here serve to heighten the symbolism ' 

of tre foreground groups: the promise of redempt10n (ll~-of-the-valley) 

and protection from evi~ (periwinkle) for the spiritually humble (straw-

blilrry) .. 

h t f t t , l\' t d . 1 1 ~t T B carpe 0 vega a lon con lnU8S 0 sprea ln a seam ng y na, ur-

'\ 

, , 
elistic manner und~r' the alter. (Plate IX) The sLrawberries, 111i8s-of-

J 

the valley and violets do noL need further Interpretation. , 
• 

H,owever, i t 

should be nated in passing lhat 'the while ctovar, sa profuse benaath 

the fountain, i9 found here on the same vertical axis, âgain emphesizing 

\ 
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1 
the fllignment of the t~iune elements. 

A certain visual pfominanca is given lo the solitary lesser 

celandine, more comm~nly ca lIed pilewort (ranunculus ficaria), whose 

white flower bears i tself proudly to the viewor From below the go""n 

of Lhe righL censing angel. Placed under the Pascal ~mb Whoss blood 

flows into a chalies, it is not surprising lo fi~ that medicinally 

the plant is effective in staunching blood. 35 Although il is infrequsnt-
) 

ly reprssented in painti~g, the Moster of rlémalle had previuusly 'adorned , . 
his Madonna and Ch~d c. 1430 (rrankfurt, Stadelsches Kunstinstitut) with 

a pileworL undoubte~ly referring to the future suffaring of Christ. 

Th~ medicinal aspect of lesser celandine is reinforcad by the two 

c14mps of tansy found on the left side of the qltar. Pre~iously dis-

cusscd, tansy's main applieation is for cleaning ~ou~ds. Because, sym-

bollcally, Lansy a190 fends off evil, ils placement near the angels is 

similarly significant. Close al.,haMd is ûnothar. greaL plantain, which, 

it will be remembered. is a remedy for stopping up wounds. In the vicin-
1 

ity of the same angel a sorrel planL reinforces the predominant medicinal 

imagery. It i9 a remedy for il variety of allmenLs. ~6 

Amassed a~ either sida Df the middleground are garden-like 9roups 

of pl~nts and bushes that are so organized as to make the foreground 

areas seem hapha~ttrdly natllI'al. Many of. t~e planLs in tnese cluster~ 

have only one rep?esentative, in contrasL to the nUmerous str~~~erry ~ .. 
f 

pldnbs, dandalions and lilias-of-the-volley ciled abava. Th~ gardens 
/ l , 

flank-the vlr~ins on ona side and Lhe confessors on the olher, àcting, 

boLh vlsuolly and symbolically, as countorparts to the members. 
, 

Prominéntly displayed in Lhe fo~eground of the uirgins"gatden 
,-
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o 

are t.wo b\Jnches of Mildonnû lilles (lilium c<.lndidum), ~ne of which 

is pictured in Plate X. They are an ob'vious atLrilJute of the Virgin 

M d b t i Il'' . t d L 37 ,·,ary an, y ex ans on, Q vlrgln, saIn s an mar yrs. 1 hair 

simple b~t noble 'form and the immaculaLoness of lhe whiûe flowac poL-
o 

aIs are the embodiment o,f purity itself. Ihe flolUer's qua':l.ily has 

been 11konad ta the Virgin on numerous occasions, ~s has baan observed 

in th~ Song of Salomon. Indsod, Ruper t of Deutz commenta on the 

. 3ti 
flower"s whitenoss, ca1ling il the Uly of chnslitx: 

.' , 
~he Madonna Iily, which receives its nome From the Virgin, has / . . , 

1 
'been representad in the GhenL Allûrpiece i~ two clumps. The rafarance 

La the Virgin, is strenglhened biy tha 'laft plant., the stalk of- which 
• t 

curries four open flowers and.lhree elosed onos. Thrr number soven WaS 

giuen specifie symbolic slgnificance by st. 8ridget, the very influent-

i::.11 Swedish mys lic 'of tille four LQsn th century. In hor flevôlQtions she 

39 
reforred to the sevon joys and sorrows of Mary. , ~ 

If the Uly is a s}'mb.,l,'of üll yirgirr suint.s" bj ext.ension from 
\ 

Lhe Virgin, 50 then is the iFis (ir ls Floran tinoJ). l L5 ph~sicul qUûl-

iLies h,wB detsl:'minod ils symbolisme From ûllclCnL ... Limes lhr6ugh ta t.~ 

sixLeenLh cenLul:'y Hurba11 of Gerards the iris' leav8s have been com-

• 40 
pllred ta Il the blnde of a sword wi th two edges". Thus in religious 

terms it came ta symbolize "t~e sword that Simeon prophesied would 

41 \ 1 J' • 
pierce the hear~ Of .. ~,:e Mat.er Dolorosa". (st. I3riélget likewlse com-

the swOrd-l Uy, l'epot' ting thal t1'm bladalike leaf which 
\. 

, pal'ed ~lary to 

,split5 in two should remind us of lhe'Olessed Virgin who wes also split 

, \, n • Il ' 

"with pain in her heal't tor the sorrows of her Son and he~ delerminalion 

'" ta fight off. tho Devil.,,42 crecause of ils resamblance to a sward the 

•• 
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iris cou Id also ~efer to the doath of a femala martyr saint by de-, 

capitation with a sUlord.
43 

St.. Ca thet'ine, found in the ranks of 
" / 

the virgins of the Ghant Aitarpiece, ls just.ifiab1y accompaniad by 

this floUler. 

The religious symbolism of the iris is enhanced grantly by its 

phurmacautical attributes; its roots are used to cauterize wounds; 

it is particularly efficaciou~ when boiled with oil of rdses, 

44 
and applied aS a plaster. 

• The peony (paeonia sp.), a third plant from this garden, is 

" specifically related to Mary as she ls known as the paony without 

45 any thorns. However, it also relates closaly ta the virgins as 

Dioscorides explains: 

Ha -con tinued 

.' 

The root i9 given to women who after ch~l~birth 
are not clensed. It moves aiso ye menstruation. 
lJeing sodden in wine, and boing drank dos stop ya 
belly. 

that peonies are excellent for Il the suffocations of 

1.110mb, and griefs of ye mother. ,,46 
It ls cHad, a10ng UlHh iris} .... 

• nnlidote ngains t wounds. 

The hortus conclusus of the madonn<.l with Chancellor Roliri, 

ya 

as an 

c. 1433 

f IO'JJers 

(~aris, ~uvr8) offers e fruitfu1 comparison to lK~~a 

discu~sed thus far ln the virginsl garden. In the Madonn~ .. als,\ 
garden the white lilies form the largett motif. They occupy, 010n9 

with the roses, the centre of the picture on the horizontal and ver~-

ical axis. Porlrayad in a garden enclo~ed bl a cranallated wall, they 

Sb 

r 

are symboli~~f the Virgin and thè hortus cOQclusus of the Song of 50ngs • 
, . 

In the left area of the garden, pictorially between the left arch and the 

figure of the Chancelfor. one finds a stalk-of iris. The iris or swordff 
l' . ;' 

\ 
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_ .. ~ •. _ .... , ,.10.1,_1' ;.--...-__ 



( 

( 

t, 
~ 

t , 
'r 
l ... 

<-~ 
\ 

~ 
t 
\ 

, 

lily alludes, as in the Chant Allorpiaca to the sarrow of the 

Virgin at lha.passlon. The poony's meaning, hawever, is not as 

clear in the Chancellor Rolin panel, as in the retable. It cou Id 

very easBy relate to the Virgin, especially because' it is 'wi thin 

her realm of influence in the painting. Hawaver, the paony has 

also been used ta drive out the de vil: 47 The consequence of this 

symbolic aspect may relale the spica flower to Rolin who ls in need 

of spiritual hea1ing. 

G~eatBr ce1andine (ehelidonium majus) nestles in ta the 1eft 

of the lily clumps. Its curative powers are similar to the iris as 
~ 

l d b th L· b . l l 1\ ' 48 h' f' d .... revea e y e 1 er Mag15 r~ Vlcenne. T 19 was racon lrme uy 

Gerarde: "the julee of the greut eelandine dropped into small jresn 

t '49 wounds of what sort soever, wonderfully cures them." The healing 

powers of this plant ire not rsstricted ta waunds; it i5 also used 

< 57 

50 in the cure of cataracts. rhe implications are, Lherefore, twofold: 

the healing 'of the rrtyr virgins' wounds and the curing of spiritual 

blindness. 

The medicinal symbolism 19 continued by the columbine (aquilegia 

~ulgaris). Its blossom, known ln folklore as a symbol of fruitfulness 

, ~ and used in the maki~g of lova potions, was applied to wounds and con

sumod for stomach pai~~ ~nd female disorders. 51 However, by the f1f-

4 , 

teenth c~ntury the religious connotations hed securea eha flower's 

placement beside Christ or the Virgin.~2 -The Chent AIt8rpiec~ is no 

exception, whore it grows near the Marion plants of iris and ,Iily. 8e-
. 

Cause of its name in french, ancolie, and its purpl~ colour, it la held 

to be the f lower of melancholy and sorrow and as such ls the' accapted 

, . 
".~-........ -_._- ~~ r- ~~. ~ -_.-.._--
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symbolof the sorrows of lhe Virgin. S3 

. 
A more stylized version of the col~mbine and its leavas ls 

round in two fioo~lle patterns done by van Eyck. The rirst ex

ample ls in th~ upper level of the retable whore columbines are 

found in both Musical Angel panaIs as an attribute of Christ and the 

Holy Spirit. 54 Here the sLy1ized arrangeme~t of columbine leav8s and 

blossoms is intersparsed with square~ cantain'ing the latters IHS, the 

18mb and the cabbalistic name of God, AGLA, which haa baen equated with 

5'-
columbine (aglei). ~ The shape of the columbine's p~tals, which re-

sembles a cluster of rive doves, gives the flower its English name 

(derived from'the Latin columba). Tho connection with the dav8, to-

gethor with its Frequent depiction clisplaying seven blossoms, accounts 
,. r:6 

for its association with the Holy Spirit an~ his Seven Gifts.~ Dhanens 

not.es that. the other word repeaLed in the tiles is IEVUC' (Jesus), 57 50 

that the whole floor celebra tes the Trinit y: Gad the Falher, God the Son 

and Gad the Holy 5pirit. 

It shQuld be remembered that.. ,the Seven Gifts wj:lre also imputed 
o ~ 

o 58 lo Mary. Undoubtedly t.he columbine r~flecls this meaning ,in Ha 

prominent. placement in nlary' 5 bridaI crown in the relable' s upper r.eg-

Istar. The Virqin's joys and sorrows are oalso ramemberad in the Ince ,-

Hall Madonne c. 1433 (Melbourne, Nat.ional Gallery of Victoria) whera 

columbin, ~ti~~,.n inlo thB gold embossBd lep,,;ry pl,CBd b,h'nd 

the Virgin. _ l 
Jan's Washington Annuncialion provides the secqnd floor tile pat-

tern in wh~ch a stylized col~ine i9 parlrnyed. Il runs as a border .-
joining zodiac signs and framing Oid Tost.ament scenes. (This one 19 

.. 
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found directly balow the Samson seene, framed by clover.) The 

flowerls significance here is described by John Ward. He refers to 

Gerardais Herball whlch calls columbine the ,Herba Leoni~ or "the 

herbe wherein the Lion doth delight". 59 The columbine pattern sug-

gestively'eneompassas a representation of Leo at one corner of the 

pat.tern. 

The plants enumerated thus far st.and flanking the virgins, aIl 

being of an equal height \IIi th the lIIomen. Civen, their 9ylnbolical 9ign-

ificance, coupled with their prominent position, the y are visual'con-
. 

firmation~ the group's characteristics. Indeed,.van (yck's selection 

15 sa speCif~C that aIl but the gr8ater celandine are found solely in 
1 

this gardenl Spread beneath the feet of the women, strawberries, dan-

delions and lilies-of-the-valley dot the torrain. As thase are aIl 
, 

flowers of innocence, they emphasize the purity and chastity of this 

group as they did with ,the precursors and fallowers of Christ in the 
\ 

foreground. 

The confessors' bower. to the left likewise FlaJlks the holy men. 

The grapevine, pomegranate, fig and rose bushes providy a backdrop for 

the smaller garden varieties in front. Of Lhesa large bushes the grapa-

vine (vilis vinifera), furnishes the mosL specifie' Biblical connotation • .. 
(Plate Xl) As an extension of Christ who said "1 am the vine, Ye are 

the branches" (John xv, 1), Ha- symbolism relates directly to the blood 
1 J 

of Chrisl as sigj1ifie,d by lhe Eucharistie II/ina. 8aaring in mind the 
II> 

4 
thetne 'of the A ltarp tl'ce , with Ha emphasis on the maS3, both eerthly 

and eternal, the vina is a necessary element of the rituel. The con-
\ 

fessors, 'by partaking of the E~charist, represent the vieil/sr in his' 

f 

59 
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participation in the everlasting masS. 

~upert's remarks about the pomegranate in his cammentary on 

the Song of Sangs supply an explanation far the fruit's praximity 
, 

ta the holy confessors. Although his interpretation is more than 
• 

60 
adequale ,ancient l~gend Fyrther indicates that the "tree of life" 

in the garden of Eden was believed ta be the pomegranate, and 8S such, 

it bècame the symbol of hope of 'atarnal life. 61 This symbolic intBnt 
J 

heighLens the theme of salvation attained through the Eternal M~ss. 

The pomegranate bush displayed here ,is dotted with red flow~ro, which 

62 are excellent for the ~ealing of bloody wounds , especially when put 

into "reslraining pouders". 63 

The fig (ficus carica) and the rosa bushes (rosa sp.) stand 

close~t ta the confessors. From the Old Testament the fig was known 

as a tree of peace (~iv, 3-4.) Micah described the fig as a 

64 symbof of peace that will come From the Kingdom of the Messiah. The 

60 

rose, on the other hand, Is a time-honoured symbol of the Lord'e Passion, 

the colour of its flowera being reminiscent of the bloqd of Christ,65and 

the thorns reminiscent of the crown of lhorns~ HowBvar, symbolically it 

Can be 'linkod very concl,u~ively wi th the confessors lhemselJes. In his 

Hortulus Strabo wrote 
t,' • 

Hase duo namque probabilium geners inclyte florum 
[cclesiae summas signan~- ,per aascula palmas, * 
Sanguine martyrii carpi~ quee dona rosarum ~ 

Liliaque in Fidei iestat candore ,nitenlis. 66 
, 

(II These tIIIo f 10ll/ers, so l,av,ed and- widely honoured, / Have throughaut 

_the ages slood as symbole 1 0)( the Church's greatest tre8surss; for 

it plucks the rose 1 In tOk~ of blood 

The li:y i t wears a .... ~, shining sign of 

Î 

shed by the Ble9sed Martyrs, 1 

faith.")' 

, 
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The rose's comparison La martyrs is reiteraled in a fourth century , 
hymn tp the sainls by Aurelius Prudenlius Clemens. 

Salve le, flores Marlyrum. 
!Juos lucis ipso in lumine 
Chr le ti Inseeulor sustuli t 
Ce~ ~urbo nascantes ros8s. 67 

(" You mart.yr blossoms be greeted / As you are alraa~y in the rirst 

glimpse of light 1 Christ's pursuers mOIllBd dawn like rosebuds.") 

As important as the religious symbolism 19 the rose's medicinal 

"""application i5 spelled out in graat dataii in the liber rtlagistri Avi
T 

~. Poundad rose petaIs are haIpful against the pain of the haly 
~ 613 1 

fire. which is also known as the rire of st. Ant~ony. Although st • .,.! 

Anthony a~d the athat' tilla plague saints. Sebastian and Roch, al'e not 

specifica:lly identified in the -Chenl Altarpiece, the presence of the 
1 

rose ael as a reminder of the saints' affiliation lIIith the dreade9 

disease. Il will come as no surprise ta find that among the flower's 

usages i one far the cleansing of lIIaunds. b9 .. 
: 

Throughout the ~iseussian of the vegetation's medicinal applic-

ation the overwhelming employ has basn in the stopping of blood ~nd 

the cleaning ,of loIIounds. Not. aécidèntally the majority of p~ants in 

front of the bushes perpetuate the Bstabii~hed thame (Plate XII). 
, . 

Solomon',s seal (po~ygonatum Inultiflorum' allioni) ,has a long 

) " history of wound heàling. It loUaS desct'ibed by Dioscorides as follollla: 

That the rools are excellent good for ta 
, sea le or e 105,8 up greene loVounds, belng 

stampsd and laid thereon wherBupon it was 
ealled sig111um 5alomonis 'of the singular , 
var tua that it heth in sealing or healina 
up wounqs, broken bonss, and such like. 7 

This remtdy persisted throughout the centuries ~nd Illas still an 

61 
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accepted medicatian ln the 14H5 Cart der Cesundheit, in which 

71 
1t Illas recommended as a plaster for II/eunds. The placement of 

the single great plantain in the proximity of Solomon's s8al re-

in forces the singleminded purpose of~the symbolism. Its location 

is equally signlficant Lo the confessera' as il lilaS to the aposiles 

where il was found near dandelion and yarrow. As indicated before, 

great plantain is successful in i ts administration to wounds. Like-

wise,_ tansy and greater celandine, located on either side of the 

great plantain (Plate XII) are excelleht in thei~ application to çuts 

d b ' 72 an a raSl.ons. Because tansy ls also used to ward off a demonie 

\ life, i.t is, therefore, placed near the confessors, who have avercome 

thelr temptations. 

!.IIi th the introduction of herb 'robert (geranium robertianum), a 

delicale little flowering plant, nsar the tansy dnd great plantain, 
... 

A9\in rel y lng on the informa lion 

of the fo~rteenth cenlury herbai, Libe~ Magistrl Avicenne, thia herb 
\ 

anether medieinal plant i9 added. 

was beneficial in t.he Lreat.mant. of ·wound~. 7 J Thus it seems cleàr that. 

van Eyck had specifie medicif1cll QUalities\ in mind II/hen he portrayed 

Solomon' 5 seal, gteat plantain, t.ansy, grea\.er celan~ine and, herb 

robert in close proximity to each olher, and te the confessora. Slmil-

aI' to the ,plants naac Lhe apostles, th~ healinQ pOll/er of these four 

should be f iguratively applied tb \.h~ wounds of 'the hol)! men. 

8urnat's saxifrage (pimpinella sdxifragd), pcaviously overlooked, 

is found by the fence under the grapevinB. (Plate XIII) The Lib~r . 

Magistri Avicenn~oles thet ~hen mixed with wine, it ia good for al~ 

t . 74 
mos any pal.n., Cerarde explains furLher ussS by indicoting that it 

\ 
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"clsilrelh t.he .sight, and takcth alllay aIL 'obscuritie and darknesse 

75 
of the same." Van Eyck, no doubt, had the clarity of the 'spiril-

ual~sight in mind. 
"-

Several plànts that. groll/ in this garden are pres-

ent elsewhers ln lhe f\ltarpiece. 1ho,strawbet'ry of righteousness, 
...4 

the lily-af-the-valley, a flower of purity and innocenCe, are found 

~ 

with the dandolians, WhlCh roprosen~ mùrlyrs. the pverwhelming mes-
, 

5ut"fering by sage of this garden, therefore. i5 \lns of earthly 

" 
Lhe confessors, who will redp their jus t. rowat'ds in heavan. 

63 

Tur-ning lo the lrees one is immedi~ly struck by the, date palm~ 
(pho~ix dact.ylifera) which i9 prominently placed tn an opening 

among the shrubs and bushes. (Plate 1) Looming above~e holy con-

fessors who cart'y sorne of its branches, the pulm must be a symbolic 

extension 'Of the vener,\lbhl men-: r.ngels II/ere suid ta bring palm .. ' 

br<.lnchés la lhe ancianl and medieval Chr isUan mar tyrs in order "ta 

convey their souls From the torture of rack. cross and flame ta heaven, 

, 7& 
and sa the palm became the symbol .of mar ty.dam." The tre.e, ~ated 

in an open space. pierces the sky and acts ~s a spiritual indicator 

for 

ing 

on .. 

the graup,below it. Medicinally it complements the herbs surround

t.~ confessors, as il also "gluas wounds togather being anointed 

,.77 .. 

Many other speCie~ of trae5 serve as ,a backdrop for thl3 ,floral de

velopment. Some of ~. especially Lhcise compasing the little thicket 

betwBon the confessors and- virgins, are difficult. ta recagnize. Most 

treeS' 8.ra lYIediterran.n and as auch s~.em Clut of"Pharaç ter \IIi t.h the 

herbaceaus and indiganou$ plants. Thdaxtansivo Mediterranean travel 

'. 
by van Eyck must have ~ovided the inspiration. L. Heuman, in hie cam-

I .. 

1 

.. 
1 
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prehensive listing pf vegetation in the Alla~piec8, divided it into 

three typas: Medilerranean, indigenous and herbaceeus. In the first 
~ , 

categéry he enumerates cyprus, dote palm, fig, pomegranate, orange 

and umbrella pine, (see Plates XIV and XV) toncluding "on paut y voir 
-~ / 

après sin 
, 

uniquement la main de Jean retour de la peninsule lberique 

( , ) 78 decambre 1429" 0 /' 
In '142~-1429 Jan 

1 . ~ 
Eyck ~.r of an elite embassy sent van 

by Philip the Good to the Kin;J of 1. There Van Eyck painted 

79 a portrait Qf the Princess Isabella, prospective'bride of the Duke. 

This was nol his only opportunily for travelo He alsô made a pilgrim

'~age with other Burgundians te Santiago de Compostela. On this 'occasion 

64 

/ 

he travellèd through Castile and down ta Andalusia where he wes recaived 
~ 

by nobili~y, including Mohammed, the King of Grenada.
BD 

The panels with tha harmits and pilgrims where st. James the Great 

-appears behind the giant St. Christopher, display a Mediterranean land- .. 
scape in contrast ta tha two panels on the lower left. An abundance '0 n,': , 

-.. . ,/ f "'~(>'-

of dark piercing cyprus ar.e com~lemented by date palms, an umbrella 
\ 

pins and orange trees~ (See Plates XIV and XV) These treos of the . , 

hermit and pil~im panels were nat in the original landscapeo Bl Paui 
~ ~ 

the changes were dons by Jan aftar his ra-

turn from t~a 1429 trip. 
/ 

One ad~i.tional frui t,mus l be ment'.i.oned in connection wi th the 
~ , 

~diterranean trips; this ls the so-callad "apple f1 t:h~t Eve holds in 

the uppe~ riqht hand interior panel. One would naturally assome that, 

the forbidden fruit i5 the traditicnal 6pple just as it appears in , , 

the~~t majori ty of Medieval and Renaissance representations of the, 

... 
- .......... ~~-~--~---------

• - ... ~") :~~, ••. ;. ~*'''~'r~ r>), 1 \, .1. ! ,!:' :ra , .• J~. ('~}10~. \ , 
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Fall. Clearly, however, it is not an apple, baing instead a 

smallish, very rnugh-textured fruit of a predominantly yellowish 
-'1. . ) 

colour. James Snyder concluded that tne fruit is unique in repres-

entations of the Fall of Adam and Eve. He ldenlified it as a no 

longer familial' 'Species "'of ci trus frui l, the so-called "AdamI s 

1 62 
apple", II/hich was well l'*'own in the fifteenth century. -Jan un..-

ooubtedly discovarad it on his travels, for this exotic variety of 

.' apple grows in Spain, Portugal and 'Italy and was long aS90ciated with 

83 the fruit given by Eve to Adam. It SA~ms bayong question that van 
,. 

• 

Eyck has placed
l 

this highly symbolic fruit in the hand of (ve. Earliest 

descriptions and illustrations of the Pomum Adami are found in six-

teenth century herbaIs. In GerardaIs HerbaI!, for example, he re-

lales thal the name was thought 

• 'to be the same apple, of which J',dam did 
1 

eate in Paradise whare he transgressed Gbdls 
commandment, whereupon also the p'rinls of the 
bitting appeare therein as thoy said •• :64 

FlolI/ers'appeat elsell/here in the Ghent Altarpiece (for example, 

in the Annunciation scene) but in no place more beautifully th~n in 

the crown the Madonna waars ln the upper interior panel. Her"crown, 

composed of Madonna lilieSi' roses, columbines'; ::~lilies-of- the-vallel S 

and rieh jewels, is an appropriate .attribute for lhe ~ueen of 'Heaven 

and the Bride of Christ. Comparisons betwean mary and various flowers 

are commonpl~ce. - ,86 
Of t.hese the rose is the "llIar ian f lOll/er suprelJ1e". 

B7 It is a symbol of the Virginls caritas and love for man , and thus , ) .. 
this qu~lity of human compassion relates to her raIe as intercessor • 

\ 1 * 
Intleed, her concern for man was described in an Ave Maria by Hugo of 

,c:. 
Strassbourg, c. 1280. \ 

.. • 
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Pulchritudo virginum, 
Florens ~osa martyrum, 
o dulcedo pauperum. 88 . \ 

("AU virgins most beautiful glory 1 Rose 

You'ars the sweetest of the poor.") 

in the 

: . 
1 

martyrls 

, , 
\ 

crown 1 

The rOSe is particularly weIL suited for the BridaIs crown. HerB 
, 

the necèssary link la furnished by the author of the Song of'Songs 

in wh,ich Salomon' s br ide ls fompared tb a rose:, "1 am the rose of 

Sharon." (il,l) 
, , 

J, 

Van Eyck ofte~ portrays the rose in connection with the Virgin. 

A Forest "of red roses ambank the wall of the hottus conclusus in 

the Madonne al the fountain. The Marian symbolism is self-evidant 
~ \ .. i . 

hBre as it is in the Madonna with Chancellor Aolin where a large 
" 

rose bush ls placad baside a clump of ~adonna lilies in the gardan 
" ,..' 

located behind the VirglG. They serve ta remind us of essential 
~ 

qualiti~s of her character ~ compassion and purity. 

The Song of Solomon, likewise refars t.o the Br ide in other r loral·' 

terminoîogy, as "the lily of the valleys" (ii,l). Ils SlIIeet seent and 

pu~ity 9f colou~ make it an obvio~s choiee of symbol for the Virgin.
U9 

Har 'pu~ity is likewise emphasized by the lily' s colour and the Song 

indirectly serves as the' source for th'ê flowe~ interp~etaÜon.,l The 
L. 

1 

quaillies of the Iily which are reflect.ed in Ma~y's cha~acter we~e 3d-

90 
mirably stated by Rupert of Deutz in his commentary on the Song_ 

In cont~ast t.o the other flowsrs in t.he crow~ the columbine ia an 

Il accepted eymbol of the Sor,:ows of the Virgin". gr Het' sadness for the 
..... 

• anticipated death of her Son 19 S'imilarly described by van Eyck in the .. 
Ince Hall Madonna. Here the embroidered columbine leaves hint at her ' 

o 

f 't k l d f Ch . l' . fi i 92, o e nOIll e ge 0 t'lS S crUCl x on. 
---. 

b6 

'" 

From the analysis of the sources of symbolism in the Altarpiece, il 
,II 

",,' 

. \ 
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• 
is à~paren~t more than one source waS used. Already Rupert's 

commentary has been ciled and, in this chapter, a good désl of 
J 

stress was placed on the herbaI, and its important raIe in under-

standing the medicinal symbolism. Vlhich herba1 WaB of pr imary im-
1 

portance is ~mpossible to confirm, but a case Can be med, for the 

extensive urp of one, the Liber Ma9istri Avicenne en dq He!barijs. , ~ 

, 
, 
i 

1 

J 

1 

1 
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, 

l , 

.. 

2~ TJhe results of'this s~udy are published in l'Agneau f\lystigue au 
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See Vandewiele, 477-478,lines tl7l-3172. , ~ 
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27. Vandewiele, 209-210, lines 464-466 • 
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fire. 
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Chaptar IV 

The Missing Links: Jan von Impe and Ludolphus Nicholas of Zwolle~ 

It is not coincidental that the most original, the most cohtro-
~ 

versial ~nd iconographically complicated Netherlandish retable of the 

fifteanth century was painted in Ghent end under the auspic~s of St • 

. 
Joh~'s Church. Throughout the Middle Agas Ghent wa~renowned as a 

centre of learning. Its convents and libraries possessed a largé num-

ber of manuscripts of varying value. In fectr the inlerest of the 

bourgeoisie in studying 

The city's intellectuel 

and a~quiring'~anuscripts is weIL documented.
1 

bent i~ rèi~fJrced in the Altarpiece wherd 

, 2 
eighteen books are portrayed. ~, • 

This acadamic cantre enjoyed ,an even more enriched period betll/een J. 

1421~1440, tha datas during which Jan van Impe wes priast of the parish 
4. • t 1 

ot~St. John. 3 His dedication to 'the Church of st. John (ranamed st. 
8avo ' s Abbey in 1540) i9 witn~sed by t~e i~tense buildin~program that 

took place under his directioM. Not on J.,y , Was the ambulatory of th~ choir \ 
r' 

comple,t.ed but the construction of radiating chapels and the sac,risty II/Bra\ 
4 • ,~ 

also concluded. The city authorities made'a special grant tOll/ard the 
) 

bUild~ng p~~JecL in l430-1431 and Jodocus Vid, an alderman at the time, 

undertook t~ pay for qre of th" chapela himself. The Vid-Borlu~t femily 
. .. 

was not only closely linked financially to the church put physically 

alsol they lived in \the ItHoge SCh~destraatll ,close to the parish priests. 

Theae racts must have helpJd .forge the friéndship belli/sen Jodocua Vid 
\1 

and Jan van Impe. "In fael their relat.onahip Illas 90 tightly linl<ed 

• , ._., ____ ,_~ ________ .l.._. ___ ~ 

.. 

! 

n 

, 

" J 



( 

. ·1 

• 
. l 

.. 

, ' 

.. 
, 

1 

with the development of ~he retable for the Vid çhapel thet it was 

73' 

• Jan van Impe who first witness~a the registraLion of the Vid found-
• • 1 

, 

\ 

atian on May 13, 1435.
5 

This was the deed previousl~ cited that , 

established the chapel for the daily celebration of mass. 

Concurrent W1 th the church' s construction campaign was the 

foundation of the Housa (and scriptorium) of st. Jerome, near st. 
't, ... 0 

'John! s c. 1429. The houe8 Was founded by the Brethren of the Common 

Life, 

, 
, 

pour ~u'y habitent des prêtres dèvots et 
y vivent dans l'i~itation de la sainte vie des 
saints ap6tres de Notre Seigneur Jésus-Christ, 
comme'on le fait dans les maisons destinées à ~6 
cela ~ Deventer, Z~olle, Bois-le-Duc et louvain. 

The date of the founding of t~criPtorium is crucial ta the Ghent 

Altarpiecè • 

la fondation de la maison Saint-Jérôme vers 
1429 et la création du retable de l'Agneau ~ 
Mystique achevé en 1432 sont deux faits <::qui semMent 
coincider de maniè~ fràPpante, aussi bien en ce qui 
concerne le temps que la lieu où ils se sont 
produits. L!un,at l'autre sont issus dlun m~me climat 
intellectuel chr~tien, imprégné d'érudiiion sacrée 
et animé de"zèle pour,propager ce savoir. Cetii 
ne 'pouvait se faira Sans da nombreux livre3, at 
il est donc bren naturel, qu'on ait jugè n~cessaire 7 
dans ce milieu d'en produira an assez grand n~mbre. 

'The houas of the brethren Wa9 in~constant c~tact with the clergy of 

'\ , "-
st. Johp. Indeed, van\ Impe had a ?ood de~l of authorily in the houee 

l ", 8 • 
and, in some Cases, hé supervised the wotk of the brothars. ThuI, if 

one Can draw conclusions from these facts, it would seem that van Impe, 
4 / r' 

bebause of his friendship wilh the Vida and his kno.ledga ~f the liter-' 
a 

ature of the sc~iptorium, may wall have basn van tY~'sOt~eolOgiCal 

visor for the Altarpiece's program. la ~t BO un~ely that, BB the 
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artist's counsellor, ha fou~ the sources for the iconography in 

the nearby scriptorium? 

A good casa cen be made for a particular herbaI. In 1472 a 

descendant of Jodocus Vid, Jan, gave a donation ta the Town Hall of 
.,. 

.. 

Beveren-Waas, Founded by his father: the gift was a book, a type of 

herbaI. Owing ta the close lies of the famiIy ta the church which 

contained their chapel and the scriptorium, there is a good possibil-

ity that the book, given in 1472, originated from the scriptorium of 

st. Jerome and that it ,came from the legacy of the Vid-BorIuut family. 

Comma on aurait aimé pouvoir comparer 
.l'Hérbier, qui, vu sa grande valeur était 

trés probablement enluminé, ~ la flore de 
l'Agneau Mystique, en particulier dans le 
panneau de l'Adoration!9 

The herbaI is l~st; only a description of it remains to assure us of 

Hs Iuthenticity.lO Dh~nen9, in her article "Le Scriptorium des 

, . , Il 
Hieronymites a Gand" specula tes on the origin of this "book", which 

1 . • was, or course, a mànuscript. The text was, in aIL likelihood, a copy 

of a herbaI of Jean Yperman~ known as the Brussels ms., Bibl. Roy • , [/ 

*5624-4~ of 1351. The introduction to~this manuseript, De Liber Magistri 
• ", il" 

Av~enne en de Herbari,is begins wi th the words "Dsssn bosc ••• die ge-

• 
helen es herbarijs" whicli b.ear a remarkable similarity ta the descript-

ion of t.he Vid herbaI, "'ten boee ghehee,terl' Herbarie." D,l}anens' believas, 

• that bscause of its great value, ths[ manuscript wes probably i11uminatsd 
( 

and comp~r~s it te two Italian manuscripv.s of the sarly fiftesnth cent-

12 
ury. • " 

The ,lest herbaI could very cancBivably be based on t~8 Brussels one , 
or 1351, and would have had many of the varieties of herba, round in the 

1 

) 

, 
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Ghent Altarpiece. Indesd eiqhteen o'f the thirty-nine specimens of 

the Altarpiece are conlained in lne Brussels mbnuscript. Of the 

five new discoveries unearthed by this study, four are reported in ... 
the 1351 herbaI, two of which are rarely depicted (rumex acetosella 

and pimpine11a saxifraga). This fact further justifies the connection 

between the 1351 herbaI and "the manuscript in the st. Jerome Scriptor-

ium. ...., 
Ven I/{lpe must be one of the vital "missing links". 1 t seems like-
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ly that, without him, the Vid-vàn Eyçk enterprise would not have material-

izedi As indicated bafore, he als~ must have been lnstrumental in guid-
, 

Ing van Eyck in his choice of subject matter and source material for 

the Altarpieèe. The liber ~agistri Avicenne was one-such suggestion. 

The herbaI, however, wes only part of the 'answer to the question of the 

floral programls sources. What aboul Rupert of Deutz7 ln the introduct-

ion it was stated thal Rupsrt's wrilings we~ a strong influence. In 
t 

the fo1lowing lwo chaplers a case.was developed la substantials the 

hypothesis. His writings were aIl the more credible because'they pro-

vided a source nct only{for certain planls and flowers. but also for 
v 

the iconography of the Altarpiece: 
. 
Although three hundred years~eparate the German theologian From' 

" '. ~ 

the Netherlandish artist. a co~nection between th~m 
\ 

Is ~t 'entirely im-

possible. 
• 1 

fifteenth 

A r~urgence of 

century{3, wh~ch 

intereat jn'his writings occurred during the 

Was activated by the spiritual climate cre-

eted by the Devotio moderne movsment. 
" .., , 

During van Eyck's lifetime thera was an immense,cross.fertiliZ8tlon 
, -' ~ . ~ 

of i.deas among several theological centres of' the north. Thé houee of ... " 
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st. Jerome (Chent) belanged to the Brotherhood of the Comman life~4 -
which was founded by Gel.'ard Gl.'oote (1340-!3I:i4) .in DeventaI.'. During 

Groota's life a community was started in ~wolle and togather these 

two houses bacame important centres of the Davotio Moderna and a 

base for new foundations in the neighb~urhood.15 One such nousa wes 

founded in Ghant c. 1429. The ir;\terchange of ideas amang thasa "hauses" 

" must have baan Fivaly for transfers From one community ta anothel.' were 

not 
16' 

the exception but the rule. li' 

DUI.'~9 this period of theological activity a tradition fol.' 

Rupert's works can ba traced to the a~8~, aspacially Zwolle. A partic
\ 

ular example For the use of his:wrltings is a treatise "Dye declaratie 

van der.missen" by Ludolphus Nicholas of 

the writer have baM faund 17 !and."whue 

Zwolle. No life dates for 

a printed editian dates to 
" 

1529, fram the charactar of h!s texts, one Can s~fely assume that ha , 

lived and wrote in tha previous century. His description of tha mass, 
~ 

in vary allegorical tarms, carrespa~ with the Altarpiece's icono- ~ 

graphy, as an excerpt from it will maka clear. 

( " 

.\ 

1 

Tha mass was instituted ••• for the redemption 
of human nature which in Adam had gons astray ••• 
AlI tha masses that the priests now c~leb~ate hava 
the Same significance as that uniQue masS offerad 
by Christ., the Supr:eme P~.i".l39t ••• (Th!,! mass) 19 a 
fountain that qushed Forth, from which fOl.'ever and 
without ceasing flow streams of 1.iving waters ,,.-. 
a fount~in Into which are poured, and From which 

l
trBam out before the eyes of men, the manifold 
anefits of Ch~ist •••. The mass waS institutad aS the 
ne everlasting sacrif~ca of ~he New Testament lo 

replaca the many sacrifiças of t.he Old Testament ••• 
God promised Adam, Abraham and othe~ prophets and 
kings that h~ would become man ••• (He did this) not 
immediately ••• but afle~ many t.hous~nds of years and 
••• nat before t.ha 81essad Virgin f/lary t'lnswered t.he 

, Angel Gabriel saying .. Behold the handmaid of tha Lord, 
ba i t onta me B'Tcordint;l thy ward" ••• Chrls t. 19 the 
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Wa~, the Truth and the life ••• The altar. 
composed of many stones, signifies the Haly 
Church, which cansists of many people of 
different nations, bath Jews and heathens, 
gat~ored together, The epistle signifies 
the pre8ching of St. John the 8aptist ••• 
who pointed with his fingar, saying "8ahold 
the Lamb o,f God" ••• He who shall come there under 
t~a hands of the priest (..i.e. in the Sacrament) 
i~ Gad I-Ilmighty, King off' Kings and Lord of Lords • 
E~arY-S2Ul will th~g be commended (ta God) sa 
t~at His grace may be ·apportioned ta each: 
eéljch according to his es ta te. The Agnu5 llit!. 
i9f the mass) signifies the Atonement, and the 
~ the way in which mon are united with God 
in everlasting peace. 1U 

Whether or not Ludolphus Nicholas is the "u;issing link" between 

Rupert and Jan cannet be conclusively determined. What is certain, 

\. 

though, is t~at Rupert'.s wri tings were revived during ,van Eyck' s life-
r 

Umo and !bere widely studied in the centres of lhe Brotherhood. ~ 

In some c~mmunities of the Bret~eh.of the Comman Life the main 

s~urc~ of income Came From the copying of manuscripls of verious sorts: . 
lives of faints, theologica! works, liturgical books. Th~ house of st. 

, , 

Jerome, with its·scriptorium, was one such centre. The missing link, 

the Rupertian texts, Lherefore c9u1d have easily issu~d frQm Ghe~t. 

Th.u.s. ona can assuma lhat' v'un Impe could have studi~d Ruperlian thought 

et Ghent. Through his underetanding of the lexis Van Eyck, in turn, 

waB counselled. ( 
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The thrust of the argUMent for the eslablishment of the floral pro
" , , 

gram has basn in two directions. In Lhe introduction il was pointed 
. 

out thul ull studias to date wara diffuse in tho n~mber of sources 
\ 

and variety of text,s cited to bring relevance Lo the symbolic content 

• of a particular painting. Jt ia not: h~manly' possibÎe for one artist, 

or, his advisors f~r that matter, to be famiUar owith 011, Merian poatr)', 
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• 
f theological texts and commentaries of the period. Where other 

sludl.es hal{e developed floral in'lerprelation from numerous lexts 
"-~ 

this s~dy ha~ systematically attempted ta narrow the field to a 

v 
reasoned and reasonable nurnber. 

The Interpretation df Mary as t.he 8rtde of Christ, a t;!ominant. 

theme of the retable, was initiàted by Rupert of Deutz in his com-

mentary on the 50ng of Solomog. Although his De Victoria Verbi Dei in

spired much of. l.he conc{'ele imdgery of the relable, 'Lhis comment-ary, or 

more probably il~fift.eenth century relnterpretalion, provided the com-

mon denominator between the iconography of the enl.ire AlLnrpiece and 

,... the floral program(l Aparl from -the flowers thal act as aUributes of 

the Virgin_, lhe majority of the remai'ning planls ,and, trees have one 

quality in comman: they emphas:ze the 9uffering of the participants in 

t~e Adoration panel. The dogmaLic thorne of the ~edomption of man, ,made 

o possible by ChristIe sacrifice, which i9 depicted in the central scsne, .. 

78 

i8 underscored by the plants, many of which actively heal 'wounds, a s~-
,. Il " 

o 

bolie re~erence ta the pain and sufferin~ that the martyrs, chureh 

fâthers and aposties underwent in arder ta parlake of the Eternal Mass 

and receive salvation. Of the various sources entertained ln Part II~ 

the herbaI, new lest, given to the TOwn Hall in 1472 is the most con-

temparary and, at the sama time, the most elusive source. Its origin 
, 

cannot be confirmed, but if it was produced in the local scriptorium 
• , 

it waS readily availabla te van Eyck. , 

It 8eems fitting to close this invest:igation as it started, by 

referring ta the words of rrwin Panofsky. 
lit 
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ln Jan vQn Eyck, then, aIl meaning' has 
assumed the shape of rsality; or, ta_put 
it the other way, ':11 reality i5 satur~tad 
with mea~ing ••• 19 

The raality of the flowar5 in the Ghent Altarpisce Paradise garden 

has, indèed, bee'1 shawn to be "satura tad with meaning". 
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366. Dh~nBns, Scriptarium, 
. n. Accarding ta a lottër fFcm J.F. ruggles, Head of the Information 

Service of the Br itish Library, 14 Octaber, 1977, the life dates .. 
of Ludolphys Nicholas of lU/olle have nat baen round. lndeed, as 

'il' 
de Troeyer (an expert in the field) has dons considerable research 

" 'into both pdnt.ed 'and manus'cript 'sources -and Illas unable to find 
tha,dat9s, ru~les conc::ludes that il 5aems 'likaly thal they cannot 
be found. 
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APPENDIX 

( . 
LIST or THE VEGETATION IN tHE.1\DORATION PANEL 

j • 

" 

... 

MediteLLônaan Treas and Bushes 
.... 

l. Cyprus (Cupressus sempervirens L.) \, 
0 .. 

• < 

2. Date Palm (Phoenix dactylifera L.) 

3. Fig (Ficus Cariea LI)' 

4. ~omegranate, (Pûnica Granatum L.) 
\-

5. Orange _ (Ci tr~so Aurantium L.) 

6. Pine (Pinus Pinea L.) 
_/-

Trees and Bushes lndi.genous 
i . 

7. Wild Cherry (Prunus avium L.) 

1:1. rir (Picea excelsa Link) 

9. Maple? (Acer sp.) 

10. Gooseberry (Ribes vulgareûLam.) 
- ~ . . 

Il. BeaCh? (ragus silvatica L.) 

12. Rose ~osa sp.) 

13. W~ita Crape (Vitis vinifëra L.) 
~-

1 .. 14. Viburn~m'(Viburn~m Opulus ~.? Viburnum Thymus?) 

Plants nnd Herbs 
~ 

15. Columbine(Aq-uilegi~ "flu1garis L.) 
l, 
, 

. 
Woodruff, (Asperula odorat.a -le ~ 

1 
16., 

, ... 17. Graoter Ga1andine (Chelidonium ma'jus L.) 

" 
lB. Rose Campion (Lychnis Coronaria l.) 

~ 

19. Wild ..strawberry (Fragaria vèsca L.) 
\,. t "{ 

-c 20. Iris (Iris f lorsn Una l.) (J 

D 

.. 
~ 
11 

- -- --- -_ ..... -



21. 
, 

Madonn'a Lily JLiUum candi'd~m L.) 

22. Lily-of-the-vall.eY(Convallaria majalis L.) 

23. Daisy (BelUs perennis L.) 

24. Lesser Celandine (Ranunculus Ficarié L.), 
o 

25. Dand~a1ion (raraxacum vulgare). 

26. Peony (Paeonia sp.) 
\ 

~7. Great Plant~in (Plantago major~l.) 

28. 5 tock (Ma t thiola spac.) 

29. 
l ' , • 

Solomon's.Sea1 (Po1ygonatum mu1tiflorum Allioni) 

30. Tansy (Tanacetum vulgare L.) 

-<H. White Claver (Trivolium repans L.) 

32. Violet (Viola odorata L.) 

Previously IJnidentified Plants 
( 

;,33. Yarrow (Achillea millefolium) 
Ci 

34. Sorrel (Rumex acetosella) 

• 35. Perlwihkle (Vinca minor) 

36. Herb Robert (Geranium robertianum) 

37; Burne t 1 S Saxifrage (Pim~ inel1a saxifraga) 
( 
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Plata II 
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Plat. III 
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Plate V \ 
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Pla~. VI 
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Plate VII 



• 
• \ J ... 90 .. .. . -

(. 

.. 

P1a~. VIII 
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Plate IX 
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Plat. XI 
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Plate XII 
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Plate XIII 
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Plate XIV 
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Plate XV 
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