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CARLA GOTTLIEB

“En ipse stat post parietem nostrum” :
The Symbolism of the Ghent “Annunciation”

Any scholar analyzing the Ghent Annunciation' must also train his sights upon
the closely related Mérode altarpiece. In an article published in Oud Holland®,
I have discussed the symbolism of this altarpiece, demonstrating that it is based
upon the patristic interpretation of the Song of Songs. It has been known for a
long time that this ancient love poem was interpreted as applicable to the relation-
ship between Christ and Mary, explicated by Catholicism as one of bridegroom
and bride as well as son and mother, More specifically, it has been repeated time
and again that the epithets used for the spouse in chapter four of the Canticle
have been transferred by Catholic writers to the Madonna, who was referred to
as the “tower of David” (4). “all fair spotless” (7). “a garden enclosed, a foun-
tain sealed” (12), “the well of living waters” (15), etc. What has been over-
looked by modern scholarship is that patristic thought linked the Canticle to one
specific event in Christ’s earthly life, His incarnation, because the Incarnation is
the inauguration of the eschatological marriage between God and Mary, which
will be finally realized at the Last Coming. Thus the arrival of the Sponsus in
the Canticle at the “house of wine”, his standing “behind our wall, looking through
the windows, looking through the lattices” into its interior was interpreted as
symbolizing the arrival of the Sun, shining into the Tabernacle of God and filling
it with divine grace. The windows are the gates through which Jesus entered the
world, and the lattices are the mortal flesh with which He clothed Himself at His
alliance with human nature.

The motifs employed by the Master of Flémalle in the Mérode Annunciation
reveal this symbolism. The stone niche holding a laver identifies the room as a
tabernacle, the wooden ceiling marks it as the house of wine, whose “beams . . . are
of cedar” and “rafters are of cypress trees” (Cant. I, 16), the table supporting a

' E. PANOFSKY, Early Netherlandish Painting, Cambridge (Mass.), 1933, pp. 207-209, where the
literature up to the 1950s is quoted, to which should be added: E. DHANENS, Het Retabel
van het Lam Gods in de Sint-Baafskathedraal te Gent, Gent, 1965 (Inventaris van het
Kunstpatrimonium van Oostvliaanderen, VI). L. BRAND PHILIP, Raum und Zeit in der
Verkiindigung des Genter Altares, in: Wallraf-Richartz-Tahrbuch, XXIX, 1967, pp. 62-104.
C. GOTTLIEB, Respiciens per Fenestras: The Symbolism of the Mérode Altarpiece, in:
Oud Holland, LXXXV, 1970, pp. 65-84. 1 acknowledge with deep gratitude the help of
Dr. Hilde Krauth in the final redaction of the present article. The research on it was
carried out in connection with my book The Window of God and the Window of Satan, with
the help extended to me for this project by the University of Illinois in the form of
travel grants and funds for the acquisition of the photographic material.

"
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1. Jan van Eyck, The Mystic Lamb (closed; above: Annunciation and Witnesses), 1432.
Ghent, St. Bavo. (Copyright A.C.L., Brussels)
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Bible, candlestick and vase with flowers functions as an altartable, the empty bench
beside which the Virgin sits on the ground, waiting for the Bridegroom’s call
“Arise, make haste, my love” (Cant. II, 10) will be used for her Coronation to
OQueen of Heaven, and Gabriel is dressed as a deacon in alb and stole to assist in
the celebration of the Mass, which will be officiated by the Christ Child, who
arrives carrying the altar cross on His back.

In Christian thought, one symbol can have several meanings, and one meaning
can be expressed by several motifs, however. As a result, the three windows in the
Mérode Annunciation carry also other symbolic overtones, in addition to figuring
as the fenestrae cancellatae of the Song of Songs. The two tondi behind Gabriel
symbolize Christ’s two natures, and the one through which the Christ Child has
passed, together with seven sunbeams, is a token of the Inviolate Conception.
This fenestra crystallina has to be differentiated from the fenestra coeli. seen
behind the Virgin, symbol of her power to admit or bar man from heaven. As
regards the piscina, a formal counterpart in position to the fenestra coeli, it
symbolizes purification in baptism which, through Christ’s mercy, cleanses man
from sin, and is a reference to Jesus.

There are other symbols borrowed from the text of the Canticle in the Mérode
Annunciation, but they do not concern us here, because the Ghent Annunciation
formed part of a different thematic ensemble, and Jan adapted its iconography to
its different content: he used only those images from the Canticle which were in
harmony with the special meaning of the St. Bavo altarpiece, and supplemented
them by his own choices in imagery. Since he had a subtler mind than Campin, he
evolved a more complex symbolism: even where he repeats motifs used by his
contemporary, he endows them with a deeper meaning. To read the symbolic
message of the Ghent Annunciation inhowfar it parallels the motifs of the Mérode
Annunciation. and inhowfar it introduces new images, either from the Song of
Solomon or from other sources common to Annunciation pictures, will be the task
of this article.

The Ghent Annunciation is visible when the St. Bavo altarpiece is shown
closed (Fig. 1). In it, the witnesses and assistants to the sacred event are placed
in special compartments below and above the Annunciate’s chamber, instead of to
its left and right as in the Mérode altarpiece. When the wings are open a Deesis
flanked by musician angels and Our Parents is disclosed behind the Annunciation
and upper witnesses, and the Western equivalent to the Byzantine Divine Liturgy,
known as The Adoration of the Lamb, appears behind the lower witnesses. As in
the Mérode Annunciation, Mary'’s chamber is equipped with a wooden ceiling (here
an afterthought®) and piscina, indicating that Van Eyck’s Annunciation takes
again place in the cella vinaria of the Canticle, that is, in a house of God. The
Virgin’s triumphal bench appears also, but modified into three individual thrones:
one for her, one for her Bridegroom and one for the Forerunner, and they are
placed in the Deesis, so that the Coronation of Mary to Queen of Heaven, foretold
by Campin’s empty bench, has come to pass. As for Campin’s sixteensided altar-

1t belongs to a revision. Originally niches similar to those in the lower register were
planned (P. COREMANS, L' Agneau mysiique au laboratoire. Examen et iraitement, Antwerp,
1953, Les Primitifs flamands, 111, pl. LXII/1 and 2).
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2. Gentile da Fabriano, Mira-
cles Performed by The Mortal
Remains of St. Nicholas of
Bari (Quaratesi Altarpiece,
Predella), 1425. Washington,
National Gallery, Kress Col-
lection, detail.

table and the Child with cross, they are replaced by a rectangular altarchest and
the Lamb, here standing upon it: this altar with the Host is transferred to the
Adoration, so that the Sacrifice, foretold by Campin’s Child carrying the Cross,
has likewise come to pass.

Like Campin’s Mary, Van Eyck’s Madonna kneels in the right portion of the
picture, but there are two windows next to her, and the two next to the angel are
not placed in the wall behind his back, as is the case in the Mérode Annunciation.
Moreover, between Jan’s Annunciate and his Messenger is an empty space quite
unlike Campin’s center, crowded by the altartable. Behind each figure lies a
vaulted room closed off from the flat-ceilinged foreground room by a balustrade
which carries a roundheaded twin window with a column as mullion. The key to
the meaning of these diversions was found by Lotte Brand Forster, when she
suggested that the two rear chambers may represent the pastophories of a church®.
[ believe this to be correct. These chambers were usually treated as chapels by the
architects, i.e. they were given vaulted ceilings. Furthermore, behind the two
center panels of the Ghent Annunciation which contain the window and niche,
and which rotate on their hinges to open like the leaves of an iconostasis door (a
course of action invited by their emptiness), is seated the Lord in Glory, as He
appears in the wall at the back of the altar of pre-Gothic churches (Fig. 2). A
spatial unit with the two vaulted rooms is formed which corresponds to the triune

t Oral suggestion by Mrs. Forster. On pastophories, see: Papas M. MaNDALA, La protesi della
liturgia nel rito bizantino-greco, Grottaferrata, 1935, and G. BANDMANN, Uber Pastophorien
und verwandte Nebenriume im miitelalterlichen Kirchenbau, in: Kunstgeschichtliche Stu-
dien fiir Hans Kauffmann, Berlin, 1956, pp. 19-58.




3. St. John and The Angel of
The Church of Thyatira (Com-
mentary on the Apocalypse of
Beatus of Liebana), 1109. Lon-
don, British Museum, Add. MS.

11695 fol. 64, detail.
(Copyright British Museum,
London)

eastern end of some of these as well as many other churches (cf. Figs. 2-5). Jan’s
Annunciation takes place in a church nave, not in a shrine.

Having established the identity of the motifs in which Jan van Eyck diverges
from the iconography of the Mérode Annunciation, their interpretation can be
attempted. In the modified iconography, the positions of the central window and
piscina are reversed in comparison to the Mérode Annunciation because these
motifs are not references to the Annunciate and Bearer of the Message of Salva-
tion. They belong to the figures seated in the sanctuary behind the screening wall,
hinting at their presence: the window, symbol of the Redemption, is the attribute
of the Queen of Heaven as Coeli Fenestra; the piscina, symbol of Baptism, that
of St. John the Baptist. The “door” between the window and the piscina, formed
by the rotation of the two movable panels upon which these motifs are shown,
should be listed as a third symbol: it is the reference to the Lord who is seated
between the Virgin and Baptist, the Door to Heaven, a real opening compared to
the colored shadows which lie next to it in paint (Fig. 1).

The four openings of the pastophories are more difficult to interpret. Assuming
that the internal pair are attributes of Christ’s Messenger and the Annunciate
signifying, respectively, the Incarnation, i.e. the reopened door or window to heaven
(it is not clear whether the opening behind Gabriel is a door or a window) and the
Redemption, i.e. the power conferred upon the Virgin to serve as an advocate for
admission to heaven, which is the usual meaning of open doors or windows in
Annunciation pictures®, this still leaves unexplained the external pair. That in the
right pastophory, in its position back of the Virgin, echoes Campin’s window with

5 (GOTTLIEB, op. cit., pp. 67, 82,
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4. Jan van Coninxloo (Attrib.), The Mass of Si. Gregory, 1552. Brussels, Royal Museums of
Fine Arts of Belgium. (Copyright A.C.L., Brussels)

the lattice screen. Does this indicate that it also signifies the Celestial Bridegroom
of the Incarnation? What about this window’s counterpart in the left side of the
altarpiece? In order to answer these questions it is necessary, first, to investigate
the semantics, purpose and symbolic interpretation of pastophories and, second.
to prove that Europe in the 1430s was conversant with their meaning.
According to Sir Richard Jebb’s comment on verse 1207 in Sophocles’ Antigone,
. T0oTdg (pastds) was a part of the OdAopog (thdlamos), which could stand
poetically for the whole . . . as though it were a synonym for the marriage-bed” ",

" SOPHOCLES, The Plays and Fragments. With Critical Notes, Commentary and Transilation
into English (by Sir Richard Jebb), 3rd ed., pt. 111, Cambridge, 1900, App. 263.
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5. Church of St. Mary, Shékh Slemdn (Syria), 4th or 5th C. (From BUTLER-SMITH. Early
Churches in Syria, Princeton University Press, 1929)

Jebb’s interpretation is followed by Jane Harrison who gives to the word pastds
the following meaning, when writing on Clemens of Alexandria’s passage which
reviles the mysteries of Cybele: . . . bridal chamber or bridal bed. It is roughly
the equivalent of Bdhopog (thdlamos), and like it had a hieratic as well as a
secular use”’. This use of the term continued into Christian time. St. Jerome,
commenting on Is. XXII, 15 which he understood as a reference to the temple, has
the following to say about the word pastophorium: “Sochen (Hebrew for steward),
however, is interpreted either as the tabernacle or pastophory, that is the bridal
chamber (thdlamos) in which the caretaker of the temple lives”®, Moreover, in
his exegesis on Ez. XL, 7 (a vision of the rebuilt temple), St. Jerome specifically
links the sanctuary’s two “bridal chambers™ to the Sponsus of the Canticle (I, 3):
“. .. between bridal chamber (thdlamos) and bridal chamber [are] five cubits for
they have not yet penetrated the mysteries of Christ, nor are they able to say:
‘The king has brought me into his bedchamber (cubiculum)”®. The presence of

" J. HARRISON, Prolegomena to the Study of Greek Religion, Cleveland, 1966 (reprint),
p. 535.

* MIGNE, PL., XXIV, c. 273 C.

? Ibid., XXV, c. 378 D.
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6. Detail of Fig. 2, left side. Washington,
National Gallery, Kress Collection.

pastophories in the Ghent Annunciation thus ties in with the reading of the picture
as an illustration of the Song of Songs that narrates the marriage of Christ to the
Ecclesia, symbolized by Mary.

As regards their purpose, pastophories, in connection with a church, are men-
tioned for the first time in the Apostolic Constitutions (11, 57, 3; VIIL, 13, 17)*,
dated to ca. 350-400, where it is specified that these rooms should face east and
that they house the Eucharist which, for the celebration of the Service by a bishop,
is brought from them and later returned to them by the deacons. Intimately linked
to the Orthodox, Gallican and Mozarabic Rites, the pastophories disappear from
Western church architecture with the spread of the Roman-Catholic Mass.
Although they were revived around 1000 by Cluny and Hirsau, as can be seen
in the Adoration of the Magi in Bernward’s Gospel Book'" and probably also in
the portrayal of the Church of Thyatira from the Commentary on the Apocalypse
by Beatus of Liebana, executed at the monastery of Santo Domingo of Silos in
Spain and completed in 1109 (Fig. 3)*, the evidence in these churches is again
overlaid by later dispositions. Consequently, in order to obtain a coherent picture
of the pastophories, their arrangement has to be studied on hand of Byzantine
examples. Under the circumstances, I shall confine myself to a survey of their
main features, mentioning when testimony from other cultural milieus exists which

" Fr. X. Funk, Didascalia et Constitutiones Apostolorum, Paderborn, 1905, 1, pp. 159,
161 and 518. BANDMANN, pp. 24-25.

' Fr. J. TscHAN, Saint Bernward of Hildesheim (Publications in Mediaeval Studies. The
University of Notre-Dame, XI11, XIII), 1951, 1952, 11, pp. 40-41, 48, 111, pl. 59.

'# British Museum, London, Add. No. 11695, fol. 64,

82




7. Detail of Fig. 2, right side. Washington,
National Gallery, Kress Collection.

is contradictory to this Eastern source. In this way, the description will be valid,
as far as it is known, for all pastophory designs. The generalized picture of the
pastophories is also called for by the fact that it would not be possible at present
to say whether Jan’s or his ecclesiastical adviser’s source of inspiration is to be
sought in a Western European church of the Burgundian Duchy, the Low Countries,
Germany or France, or in a church seen en route during a voyage to the Holy
Land, Spain, Italy or Greece, or in a pictorial precedent.

Apparently each chamber had its own function. One, called the prothesis,
housed the Eucharist as well as, in due time, a confessio (i.e. the tomb of a
blood witness) and even other tombs of persons connected with the church; the
other, called the diakonikon, served mainly as a storehouse for the Sacred
Scriptures, the liturgical vessels, the vestments, and the offerings of the congrega-
tion. In other words, one functioned as tabernacle-martyrium, the other as sacristy-
treasury. However, in some churches the Eucharist was kept in both pastophories'®.

It was necessary to study the purpose of pastophories because only one of the
two chambers is interpreted in the treatises on church symbolism: the prothesis.
which contains the credence-table upon which the Sacrifice is prepared in the Greek-
Orthodox Church. The placing of the bread upon the credence-table signifies
“ . . the bread which cometh down from heaven. . .” (St. John, VI, 50)'* to live,
suffer and die for man, reminding us of Christ in His crib and on His bier. Con-

'Y BANDMANN, op. cit.,, pp. 25-35.
4 H.-J. ScHULZ, Die byzantinische Liturgie. Vom Werden ihrer Symbolgestalt, in: Sophia.
Quellen dstlicher Theologie, V, Freiburg i/B., 1964, p. 114,
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8, 9. Details of
Fig. 4, left and
right sides.
(Copyright A.C.L.,
Brussels)


















































































































































































































































































































































































