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Rogier van der Weyden.  Seven Sacraments Altarpiece. 1440-1450, oil on panel 



The sacraments of the Catholic Church are, the Roman Catholic Church teaches, 

"efficacious signs of grace, instituted by Christ and entrusted to the Church, by which 

divine life is dispensed to us. The visible rites by which the sacraments are celebrated 

signify and make present the graces proper to each sacrament. They bear fruit in those 

who receive them with the required dispositions.” While the Church itself is the universal 

sacrament of salvation, the sacraments of the Catholic Church in the strict sense are 

seven sacraments that "touch all the stages and all the important moments of Christian 

life: they give birth and increase, healing and mission to the Christian's life of faith.” 



On the left panel are baptism, confirmation and confession and on the right hand panel 

the ordination of a priest, marriage and the last rites. The central panel (possibly the only 

autograph part of the work) is dominated by a crucifixion in the foreground, with the 

sacrament of the Eucharist in the background. Angels hover over each sacrament with 

scrolls, with clothes color-matched to the sacraments, from white for baptism to black for 

the last rites. The side panels also depict the altarpiece's commissioners, along with some 

portrait heads only added shortly before the work was completed. A coat of arms (probably 

that of the commissioner) is painted in the spandrels of the painting's inner frame. 



Matrimony, or Marriage, is a 

sacrament that consecrates for 

a particular mission in 

building up the Church, and 

that provides grace for 

accomplishing that mission. 

This sacrament, seen as a sign 

of the love uniting Christ and 

the Church, establishes 

between the spouses a 

permanent and exclusive bond, 

sealed by God. Accordingly, a 

marriage between baptized 

people, validly entered into and 

consummated, cannot be 

dissolved. The sacrament 

confers on them the grace they 

need for attaining holiness in 

their married life and for 

responsible acceptance and 

upbringing of their children.  



As a condition for validity, the 

sacrament is celebrated in the 

presence of the local Ordinary 

or Parish Priest or of a cleric 

delegated by them (or in 

certain limited circumstances a 

lay person delegated by the 

diocesan Bishop with the 

approval of the Episcopal 

Conference and the permission 

of the Holy See) and at least 

two other witnesses, though in 

the theological tradition of the 

Latin Church the ministers of 

the sacrament are the couple 

themselves. 



Above: The Sacrament of Marriage 

.  L'Art de bien vivre 

, Paris, 1492, vellum 

 

In this woodcut from a Seven 

Sacraments cycle, the scene of the 

priest joining the couple’s hands in 

marriage replicates the vignette image 

above it that depicts the divine 

institution of marriage in the Garden 

of Eden, according to a common 

medieval exegesis of Genesis. The 

northern European iconography for 

representing marriage as a sacrament 

is thus constant in its essentials from 

the end of the thirteenth to the end of 

the fifteenth century, the only notable 

variants being the position of the bride, 

who may be depicted to the right or left 

of the groom and the site of the 

ceremony, which in some places was 

moved from the entrance or porch of 

the church into the interior of the 

building, as in the case of this image. 



The Marriage of Saint Waudru. Chroniques de Hainaut, vol. II, Bruges, 1468 

 

This miniature from an important fifteenth-century Burgundian manuscript of the 

Chroniques de Hainaut vividly depicts a marriage ceremony in facie ecclesiae 

celebrated before a bishop within a church porch and in the presence of numerous 

guests, still segregated by gender.  



Jan van Eyck. Portrait of a Man in a 

Red Turban, 1433 

 

Jan van Eyck (before c. 1395 – before 9 

July 1441) was a Flemish painter 

active in Bruges and considered one of 

the best Northern European painters 

of the 15th century. This is possibly a 

self-portrait.  

 

Jan van Eyck has often been linked as 

brother to painter and peer Hubert van 

Eyck, because both have been thought 

to originate from the same town, 

Maaseik in Limburg (Belgium). 

Another brother, Lambert van Eyck is 

mentioned in Burgundian court 

documents, and there is a conjecture 

that he too was a painter, and that he 

may have overseen the closing of Jan 

van Eyck's Bruges workshop. 













Jan van Eyck. Giovanni Arnolfini 

and his Bride, 1434, oil on wood 

 

This double portrait depicting a 

couple taking marriage vows in the 

bedchamber of a Flemish town 

house is unique in Netherlandish 

art.  The husband and wife are most 

often identified as Giovanni 

Arnolfini and Giovanna Cenami, and 

the occasion is their marriage in a 

civil ceremony held in Bruges in 

1434, the date inscribed on the rear 

wall.  Giovanni was one of several 

wealthy Italian merchants who 

settled in Flanders.  Rich and 

powerful, he became an influential 

figure in the economic policies of the 

court. In fact, Arnolfini was 

appointed a special knight by Duke 

Philip the Good, and perhaps in this 

way he came to know Van Eyck.   



In the fifteenth century, a marriage 

was rarely celebrated with a 

religious ceremony.  The couple 

signed a legal contract before two 

witnesses, after which the bride’s 

dowry might be paid and gifts 

exchanged.  If the painting indeed 

documents a wedding, the room 

where the couple stands is a nuptial 

chamber, whose furnishings were 

often gifts from the groom to the 

bride.  

 

A beautifully furnished room 

containing a large bed hung with 

rich draperies was a source of pride 

for its owners, and the bedroom was 

symbolic of marital happiness and 

pleasure. 



Along the vertical axis through the 

center, marked by the two hands, Van 

Eyck arrays a number of eye-catching 

details: the dog, the red slippers, the 

mirror, the artist’s elaborate signature, 

and, finally, the glistening chandelier.   

 

There is a certain magnetism in these 

intricate objects that commands our 

attention, and they also serve as 

disguised symbols that glorify the 

sacrament of marriage as well as allude 

to the more erotic connotations of the 

nuptial ceremony much as expressed in 

early epithalamia, or marriage poems.  

The setting is, after all, a thalamus, or 

bedchamber, and from early inventories 

we learn that the original frame carried 

verses from Ovid, the Roman poet of 

erotic love. 



A single candle burns in the chandelier 

symbolizing the presence of Christ-priest 

at the ceremony and also alluding to the 

‘marriage candle’ that was carried in the 

bridal procession and then placed in the 

nuptial chamber of the couple to burn 

until the consummation of the marriage.  

The crystalline beads and the spotless 

mirror are symbols of the immaculate 

nature of the young bride, while the 

statuette on the chair, Saint Margaret, 

one of the patron saints of mothers, 

refers to Giovanna’s new role in society 

as a wife and bearer of children.   

 

The somewhat swollen contour of 

Giovanna formed by the heavy robe held 

before her is perhaps another allusion to 

this role in symbolic form, not in fact, as 

many seem to believe.  It should be 

remembered that the conventions for the 

nude female in Late Gothic art also 

exaggerated the child-bearing part of the 

body. 



The little dog presents something of a 

problem.  The dog was often a symbol of 

fidelity, which certainly would be 

appropriate here, but the type of lapdog 

that Van Eyck placed at Giovanna’s feet 

was usually associated with erotic 

longings.  It is unusual too that this 

famous little dog was actually an 

afterthought, added when Jan made 

other changes in the lower part of the 

composition.  It is the one conspicuous 

object in the room that is not reflected 

in the mirror.  



The crystal prayer beads could have been a wedding gift from husband to wife, meant 

to reinforce the need for the woman as temptress (Eve’ successor) constantly to engage 

in prayer.  The household dusting brush, which hangs from the bedstead, probably 

referred to the importance of the woman’s domestic duties.  Carved on the bedstead is a 

state of a woman with a dragon, who could be St. Margaret (patroness of childbirth) or 

St. Martha (patroness of housewives). 



The mirror also reflects a world of 

changing themes and meanings in 

religious subject matter.  Around the 

frame appears a series of diminutive 

medallions, executed purposefully in an 

earlier Gothic style, that narrate ten 

episodes of the Passion of Christ in the 

traditional iconographic fashion.  

 

Nearly unobserved in the painting, they 

are merely decorative motifs and 

embellishments in a very secular 

interior.  They appear as marginal 

reminders of a fading tradition in 

Christian art, that of the stereotyped 

religious pictures of the Middle Ages.  In 

the art of the International Style the real 

world was marginal; the traditional 

religious image remained the dominant 

pictorial feature. 



New research has complicated the 

developing interpretation of this painting 

by revealing that the Giovanni Arnolfini 

traditionally identified as the man in this 

painting married his wife Giovanna 

Cenami only in 1447, long after the date 

on the wall and Jan van Eyck’s own 

death.  

 

One scholar has proposed that the 

picture is actually a prospective portrait 

of Giovanni and Giovanna’s marriage in 

the future, painted in 1434 to secure the 

early transfer of the dowry from her 

father to her future husband.  

 

Others have more recently suggested the 

man portrayed here is a different 

Giovanni Arnolfini, accompanied either 

by his putative second wife or a memorial 

portrait of his first wife, Costanza 

Trenta, who died the year before this 

picture was painted, perhaps in 

childbirth.  



Double portraits (or images of an idealized couple) with a pair of cadaverous 

counterparts on the reverse began to appear in the mid 1450s. Essentially, these were 

an admonition to lead a virtuous life. The contrast between the peak of one's physical 

self (at a time such as marriage) and the deterioration of one's body after death 

contributed to this message. These portraits are linked visually and symbolically to 

tombs representing the dead in the early stages of decomposition,  so-called transi 

tombs, which predate the Double portrait by a few decades and continued to be 

common for centuries to come. The most common inscription on such tombs is a form 

of: “I was like you, and you will be like me.”  In his book on tomb sculpture, none other 

than Panofsky discussed an English tomb brass depicting a married couple.  



Robert de Freville and his wife, Clarice. Monumental bras

s, c. 1400. Little Shelford, Cambridgeshire.  

Panofsky does not compare the tomb brass to the painting 

by Van Eyck, despite the clear formal relationship. In fact, 

the hands of husband and wife were often linked in 

English funerary monuments. Needless to say, a tomb 

marker was not a marriage document: like Van Eyck's 

Double portrait, such an image merely referred to 

matrimony as a key moment in the life of those depicted. 



Given that Costanza Arnolfini died childless around the age of twenty, it is not 

unreasonable to wonder whether she did not die in childbirth. An observant viewer of 

the Double portrait will discern the remains of a burnt-out candle in the front right 

sconce. This was recently pointed out by Campbell, but has hot as a rule been noticed 

by scholars. If one takes the view that the portrait of Signora Arnolfini is posthumous, 

then the lit candle as opposed to the burned-out one refers to the couple, the lit candle 

on the side of the living, the extinguished one on the side of the deceased.  



The convex mirror, concerning which more must have been written than about almost 

any other mirror in the history of art, has ten roundels depicting the Passion of 

Christ--or so we are often told. To be more precise, there are eight scenes of the 

Passion plus two scenes showing Christ's life after his death. Beginning at the bottom 

and moving clockwise, we have the Agony in the Garden, the Arrest of Christ, Christ 

before Pilate, the Flagellation, Christ Carrying the Cross, the Crucifixion, the Descent 

from the Cross, the Entombment, the Harrowing of Hell and the Resurrection. In a 

division that echoes that of the candles, the scenes of Christ living are on the left--

Giovanni di Nicolao's side--and the scenes of his death and resurrection are on the 

right--Costanza's domain. In art of the period, mirrors like that of the Arnolfini are 

also sometimes identified as mirrors of death--a further element in the repertoire of 

memento mori.  



The idea here is that mirrors tell the truth about life--in the mirror we are nothing 

but this transient being. A small double-sided triptych by Memling includes a skull on 

one panel, another panel with the figure of Death, and a third with an image of 

Vanity holding a mirror, a small dog at her feet. Here we find a neat summary of 

some of the major themes at work in Van Eyck's Double portrait. The reason Vanity 

holds a mirror in Memling's picture is not only that she is pleased with her own self-

image, but also that it is vain to believe beauty will last.  



This might explain why the floor is decorated in the way it is. Bare wooden boards 

such as these are not often found in representations of interiors, where floors are 

usually tiled or inlaid with semi-precious stones. The carpet beside the bed indicates a 

chamber decorated for Costanza's lying in; its bare floor indicates a measure of 

austerity appropriate to her station. 



Petrus Christus. Portrait of a 

Carthusian 

 

At the death of Van Eyck in 

1441, it was reasoned, Petrus 

Christus took over his master's 

workshop. In fact, Christus 

purchased his Bruges 

citizenship in 1444, three years 

after Van Eyck's death. Had he 

been an active pupil in Van 

Eyck's Bruges workshop in 

1441, he would have received 

his citizenship automatically 

after the customary period of 

one year and one day. In other 

words, Christus may be Van 

Eyck's successor in the Bruges 

school, but he was by no means 

his pupil. 



Petrus Christus. A Goldsmith in 

His Shop, Possibly St. Eligius, 

1449, oil on wood 

 

In 1449 Petrus Christus painted 

Saint Eloy (Eligius) in His Shop.  

Eloy, a seventh-century 

ecclesiastic and a goldsmith and 

mintmaster for the French court, 

according to legend, used his 

wealth to ransom Christian 

captives.  He became the patron 

saint of metalworkers.  Here he 

weighs a jeweled ring to determine 

its price, as a handsome couple 

looks on.  Among the objects on the 

shelf behind him are a number of 

similar rings.  This may be a 

specific betrothal or wedding 

portrait, or the couple may be 

idealized figures personifying 

marital love.  



A ring, reputedly made by Eligius 

(or Eloy)  for St. Godeberta, was 

once kept at the Noyon Cathedral 

treasury (Eligius’ see).  Wealthy 

suitors are said to have competed 

for Godeberta’s hand, but her 

parents could not decide without 

the consent of the king, who may 

well have been interested in the 

girl himself.  The matter was in 

the council before the king when 

Eligius intervened with his golden 

ring, declaring the young woman 

to be a bride of Christ.   

 

Religious critics have inferred that 

the painting alludes to the legend.  

But rather than painting the saint 

as an opponent of worldly 

marriage, it is more likely that the 

artist wished to show him as a 

supporter and guardian of 

marriage. 



The painting is a virtual advertisement for the 

goldsmith's guild of Bruges in whose guildhall the 

painting may have hung. Technical analysis reveals 

the underdrawing of the goldsmith's face to be very 

fully modeled—more so than the faces of the bridal 

couple—suggesting the possibility of a portrait. Hugo 

van der Velden has proposed that he is Willem van 

Vleuten, a Bruges goldsmith who worked for Philip 

the Good, duke of Burgundy. In 1449, the date of this 

painting, the duke commissioned from van Vlueten a 

gift for Mary of Guelders for her marriage to James 

II, King of Scots. That couple may well be depicted in 

this painting.  

 

The crystal container on the lower shelf was probably 

meant for storing Eucharistic wafers, and the pewter 

vessels above are presentkannen, or donation pitchers, 

which the city's aldermen offered to distinguished 

guests. An elaborately displayed sash or girdle used in 

betrothal ceremonies, a further reference to 

matrimony, extends over the open ledge of the shop 

into the space of the viewer. The assemblage of objects 

thus presents gold- and silversmiths in the service of 

both religious and secular communities.  



Most of the objects on the goldsmith’s shelves 

served a dual purpose: they were not only jewels, 

but a means of warding off evil.   

 

Magical qualities were ascribed to branching coral; 

it was supposed to stop hemorrhages. Rubies were 

said to help against putrefaction and sapphires to 

heal ulcers; the two oblong articles leaning against 

the wall were probably touchstones.   

 

Above them are brooches, a rosary of coral and 

amber and a golden buckle that would fit the 

wedding girdle.  The vessel of gold and glass next 

to the branching coral was probably used to keep 

relics or consecrated communion wafers. 

 

The Eyckian device of the convex mirror, reflecting 

two young men with a falcon (symbol of pride and 

greed), establishes a moral comparison between 

the imperfect world of the viewer and the world of 

virtue and balance depicted here. 



GENDER ROLES and RELATIONSHIPS: 
EARLY NORTHERN RENAISSANCE: 

(Works by Rogier van der Weyden, Jan van Eyck, and Petrus Christus) 

 ACTIVITIES and REVIEW 



PRESENTATION #1 

 

Analyze ways in which gender 

roles are alluded to in these two 

works, assuming that both 

paintings are related to marriage. 



PRESENTATION #2 

 

Some historians have concluded 

that this is a marriage portrait. 

Others say it is a betrothal. Still 

others claim that it 

commemorates a wife who died in 

childbirth. Discuss how this work 

has led historians to these 

various interpretations.  



How might you justify 

an attribution of this 

work to Jan van Eyck? 



These images of Adam 

and Eve to the right 

are part of the Ghent 

Altarpiece, created by 

Jan van Eyck and his 

brother, Hubert.  

 

Discuss how and why 

Jan van Eyck depicts 

Adam and Eve in 

contrast to the 

Masaccio image of 

Adam and Eve (seen 

left).  


