Journey from Three Dimensions to Flatland and Back

    "Portrait of a Lady with a Rose", by Anthony Van Dyck, "Portrait of Thomas Howard, Earl of Erundel", by Peter Paul Rubens, and Frans Pourbus's painting "Portrait of Archduchess Isabella Clara Eugenia" are all different. They are different because the audience is different. In their time, the audience of a painting was all-important and the driving force behind most paintings, as opposed to the subject in question: often even countermanding the wishful desires of the customer.

    In "Portrait of a Lady with a Rose" by Anthony Van Dyck, we see a woman dressed in a golden-brown robe holding a flower, with an coastal background in the distance and a mysterious darkness surrounding her face.

    One thing that immediately stands out is the pearl necklace adorning this woman's neck. This indicates that this woman was moderately wealthy. This answers a possible next question: "is she wearing a brown robe or a golden garment?" as the latter.

    The woman's face, as in other pictures of Van Dyck, ("Marchesa Elena Grimaldi", 1623) 1 stands out in the darkness like the "sun" of the painting: in the grand scheme, one can imagine that the painting is in a villa in Italy, perhaps on a wall adjoining a garden and fountain. The face of this woman can then serve as the sun (which is not always visible inside a villa).

    Her face, like the sun, is not rigid but moving, as if she was distracted by a person looking at her from the side. The casual and quaint style of the pose itself is similar to a nobleman's portrait in 1635 by Van Dyck ("Portrait of an English Gentleman") 2 and even his own portrait of himself in 1620. 3 The accessories in these portraits are now columns instead of flowers and pearls.

    The rose that this lady holds is a symbol of her devotion to her husband: "During the Middle Ages the theme of the rose garden developed from the symbolism of the rose in the literature of courtly love, using the rose as the symbol of the beloved lady." 4
   The rose is created from a series of well-placed brush strokes. Much of the rest of the painting seems to have been made with less accurate and higher-density brush strokes. The hair is an exception. Van Dyck may have used his fingernails to create the thin hairs on the woman's forehead and the pearls and regular brush strokes for the rest of the hair.

    The pose of Thomas Howard, Earl of Erundel, in a 1629-1630 portrait by Peter Paul Rubens, is no longer casual but very serious. To show this seriousness, Thomas Howard is much more detailed than that in Van Dyck's portrait, in both the background, the costume, and the expression on the face. Although the painting is (probably) one for the Earl's own house, just like in the Van Dyck portrait, there are two important differences that change the style of the painting: class and gender.

    The Earl of Erundel is ruler and protector of his domain and must be pictured as such. His armor and the sword he holds indicates that he is both a powerful nobleman and a protector of his country. His gaze, unlike in many other earlier "official" portraits, is towards the viewer. In many other paintings of the time, like Frans Pourbus's "Portrait of Archduchess Isabella Clara Eugenia", the gaze is into nothingness, a place above the viewer. In the background, the column and the red drapery, as in many other paintings both his, that of Rubens, and their contemporaries, signifies nobility.

    The second difference: the Earl is a man and Van Dyck's portrait is that of a woman, and, even in the same class, a man and a woman have different qualities of excellence, as seen in (Rubens and wife painting). In that painting, the sword hilt of Rubens is displayed as a sign of his nobility, and his wife's gaze, directed at Rubens, is a sign of devotion. Women's qualities are prettiness, devotion to the husband and the family while men's qualities are kindness, strength of their resolve, and devotion to the family and the state.

    The glimmer on the Earl's face is identical to the glimmer of his armor. His helmet, the rest of the background, and even his hair do not have the same glimmer. This has an affect of centering our attention on the Earl and his armor. The face and armor is 3D and engaged (at looking at the viewer) but everything else is just 2D, but not quite flat: they still have a certain texture. That which does not shine is less carefully painted in this portrait -- the brush strokes are larger in number but they are not precisely positioned.

    Frans Pourbus's painting "Portrait of Archduchess Isabella Clara Eugenia" is much more varied and colorful than the previous two portraits, but the figure itself is flat and the face can even be perceived as menacing, and neither inquisitive, like Van Dyke's portrait, or courageous, like Rubens's portrait. It is as if the Archducess was being hung out to dry.

    The splendid gold and pearl costume of Archudchess Isabella with white lace is very dramatic, but it splits the portrait into two parts far away from each other, which is not as appealing. One part centers on the costume and the other on the head, whereas in Van Dyck's or Rubens' portraits there is only one center. There is very little contrast of light. The only contrast appears where Isabella's face is, illuminating it (just a bit).

    Isabella's eyes look directly at the viewer but the physical inaccuracy of the painting makes it look like she is looking directly through the viewer. If two rays were drawn through the eyes, they would not intersect.

    Even though the figure is on a very steep flatlike, environment, there are many similarities to Rubens and Van Dyck's painting: the illumination of Isabella's face and decoration of the face's surroundings, and also the brush work on this painting. It is like many Rubens and Van Dyck paintings: precise brush strokes at angles create a picture of cloth at a distance. The decoration surrounding Isabella's face is especially reminiscent of Van Dyck's and Rubens's style.

    The two portraits by Rubens and Van Dyck take a hint from the less-flat style of Titian and the many works of art (like the Sistine Chapel) that they both saw in Italy and a few other places in Europe. Pourbus was a painter at a time when the figures in the portraits were one step away from being iconographic representations on cathedral windows. That is how artists at the time thought the leadership of Europe wanted it. With the prolonged continuation of the war between the Protestants and Catholics, perhaps the Catholic leadership, which Rubens and Van Dyck worked for, wanted something more dramatic to sway the populace. The new customers wanted more life, more accuracy, and more realism.
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1 (cropped) "Marchesa Elena Grimaldi", 1623. www.artunframed.com/images/1vandyck/dyck58.jpg
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2 (cropped) "Portrait of an English Gentleman", 1635. www.abcgallery.com/V/vandyck/vandyck56.html
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3 (cropped) Self-portrait, 1620-1621. www.abcgallery.com/V/vandyck/vandyck50.html

4 www.udayton.edu/mary/meditations/samaha9.html
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