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Regarding the Comments on Oil Painting Techniques in Karel van
Mander’s “The Life of Jan van Eyck”

Akira Kofuku

“The Lives of Dutch and Flemish Painters” section is the best-known part
of Het Schilder-Boeck published by Karel van Mander in 1604. This section
includes the biographies of almost 100 Northern European painters, and
“the Life of Jan van Eyck” is considered one of the most important parts
of the Lives. While this fame is largely due to Van Eyck’s high name
recognition as a painter, Van Mander’s Lives was an experiment in the
historical recording of Netherlandish painting, and one that established
Van Eyck’s stature. This painter was portrayed to be the founder of
Netherlandish painting and thus had the honor of adorning the first page of
the history as its patriarch. As a result, inevitably his biography has been
repeatedly quoted and read.

The main reason that “the Life of Jan van Eyck” was known to the
world is undoubtedly the fact that it explained his discovery of oil painting
method. However, as is well known, Van Mander was not the first to note
this anecdote. Vasari recorded the process of Van Eyck discovering oil
painting techniques in his Le vite (1550) more than half a century before
Van Mander. A comparison of the two texts reveals that Van Mander
clearly used Vasari as a source. Therefore, the achievement of conveying
the fact that Van Eyck discovered oil painting techniques was not that of
Van Mander, but rather should be accorded to Vasari. The Theophilus
documents and Cennini’s writings indicate that oil painting techniques
were known prior to Jan van Eyck, but regardless, the fact that today Jan
van Eyck is widely heralded as the “inventor of oil painting” is undoubtedly
generally recognized thanks to the evidence provided by Vasari. And Van
Mander is basically considered to be just one of Vasari’s successors.

And yet, the attitude towards oil painting shown by these two authors
is in fact quite different. Vasari does not praise oil painting techniques
overall (let me add that he made, intentionally or unintentionally, several
mistaken reports regarding the transmission of oil painting to Italy),
while Van Mander praised it, and positioned oil painting as one of the
essential aspects of Netherlandish painting. Van Mander intended to write
the history of Netherlandish painting as the history of oil painting and
therefore he singled out and praised Jan van Eyck as the discoverer of oil
painting techniques. Thus, rather than Vasari we can possibly say that it
was Van Mander’s “Lives of Dutch and Flemish Painters” that raised Jan
van Eyck to mythic status. In this paper, I have compared the discussion
of oil painting by Vasari and Van Mander, and further confirmed the
various materials related to oil painting, and thus considered the historical
significance of Van Mander’s “Lives of Dutch and Flemish Painters” as he
sought to position Netherlandish painting as an important school equal
to that of Italian painting, and to find the unique value of Netherlandish
painting.
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