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Realism, Narrative and Devotion
— Notes on Realistic Representation in Early Flemish Painting

Akira Kofuku

The terms “realistic representation” and “realism” are often used
to describe early Flemish painting and 17th century Dutch paint-
ing. If we were to consider the stylistic characteristics of these
paintings, we might naturally consider that, in a certain sense,
these terms are appropriate for the description of paintings in
the age of Jan van Eyck and Dutch painting of the 17th cen-
tury. However, the concept of “realism” distinct from subject
matter is only a nineteenth century phenomenon, and this term
cannot be applied unconditionally to the works of Jan van Eyck
and Dutch painting. In the case of paintings from the Renais-
sance and Baroque periods, with their emphasis on history paint-
ing, the term “realistic representation” first had a particular role
in a narrative context, and there are a considerable number of
cases where a cautious response is necessary, even if on first
glance we interpret a comment as praise of “realistic represen-
tation”. Bartolomeo Facio’s praise of the “realistic representa-
tion” observed in Jan van Eyck’s paintings is extremely famous
proof of this sentiment from around the middle of the 15th cen-
tury. However, Facio is not necessarily unrelated to humanist
painting theory, and we cannot interpret these words as simple
praise of realism. Conversely, “realistic representation” was
strongly connected to religious sentiment in the Low Countries.
Even if van Eyck’s “realistic representation” was an object of
praise, it was accepted in his homeland in a clearly different con-
text from that of Facio’s praise from his humanist painting theory
standpoint. This article, in addition to an examination of the evi-
dence of Facio’s praise for van Eyck’s “realistic representation,”
considers the relationship between the question of realism in
early Netherlandish paintings and the religious sentiments of
the late Medieval period. This paper is a revised version of my
paper presented in May 1995 in the Symposium at the meeting
of the 48th Japan Art History Society held at Doshisha University.
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