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Tears Running Down the Cheeks

Rogier van der Weyden and the Expression of Emotions in Early
Flemish Painting

[Abstract]

Akira KOFUKU

Many of the figures depicted in Rogier van der Weyden's Descent from the Cross
(Prado, Madrid) are crying. This detail — tears running down the cheeks — in a
work famed for employing a theatrical composition to portray a narrative scene,
has captured the attention of numerous scholars since Panofsky, as epitomizing the
special characteristics of early Flemish painting. Yet, discourse on the subject has
seldom strayed from a superficial view of these tears as an incidental device for the
expression of sadness, and there has been no in-depth analysis of the meaning or

function of this motif.

This essay begins by examining how tears served as a device for emotional
expression in early Flemish painting. It furthermore discusses relationships
between Rogier’s work and Alberti’s definition of the history painting, as well as
differences, in terms of concept and emotional expression, between the historical
painting as it occurred in Italy and in Flanders. On the other hand, we find
numerous examples in early Flemish painting of tears that are not directly related
to the narrative context, such as in Rogier’s Braques Altarpiece (Louvre, Paris).
Obviously, the tears in such works are closely related to ecclesiastical function,
rather than arising from a concept of history painting, such as that advocated by
Alberti. In this way, light is cast on the meaning and function of tears in early
Flemish painting from both the aspect of emotional expression in the history
painting and that of ecclesiastical function in early Flemish painting. Finally, the
essay considers religious sentiment in early Flemish paintings, most of which have
an ecclesiastical motif —how ecclesiastical function and emotional expression
arising from the painting theory became fused, or else, resisted fusion — and in

the process, indicates the role served by tears.
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