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Jan van Eyck and the 'invention' of oil painting

Since Giorgio Vasari launched the legend that Jan van Eyck invented the art of oil
painting in the second edition of his Lives (1568), Flemish painting has been
considered as one of the most prominent references in the development of this
technique.

Although the discovery and publication of the late 11th century text by Theophilus
at the end of the 18th century made clear that oil was used as a binding medium
centuries earlier, Jan van Eyck's reputation has not been diminished. For sure, he has
improved the technique, among others by his discovery of speeding up the drying
process of linseed oil, by using a more fatty medium, and most of all, by
superimposing several translucent glazes upon one another, reaching unseen rich and
deep, jewel-like colours. The current conservation project of Van Eyck's most
important work, The Ghent Altarpiece (2012-2017) is the unique occasion for a novel
study of the master's technique through innovative technological methods.
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