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Early Netherlandish Painting as Mystic Vision (1)
— the road behind the donor —

In the ancient Low Countries of the fifteenth Century, the devotional practice
emphasized the need for a direct visual re-enactment of the sacred event,
especially Christ’s life on earth. For this purpose, the devotional painting has
some device which might guide the viewer to the mystic vision. Matthew
Botvinick has interpreted the road that winds into the landscape behind the
donor in the Robert Campin’s Entombment as an indication of pilgrimage either
remembered, imagined, or desired. The similar path can be found in Rogier van
der Weyden's two triptychs, the Bladelin altarpiece and the Columba altarpiece.
In the Bladelin Nativity and the Columba Adoration of the Magi, the path just
behind the kneeling donor comes directly from the flemish contemporary city
situating not far from the sacred event. As Alfred Acress has indicated, the short
roadway might have implied a less physical, potentially visionary access to sacred
figures and events. Looking at the sacred image and the pathway at the same
time, the viewer shares the same experience as the donor, and learns how to have
access to the mystic vision of the sacred event. The pathway plays an important

role as a device to lead the viewer to the devotion.
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