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The Renaissance saw an economic explosion of wealth in Europe and trade 
between Europe and Asia. The city-states of the Mediterranean controlled that 
trade. Wealth was displayed in homes, books and clothes. At the beginning of 
the Renaissance, the church frowned upon marriage, saying it was a political 
tool for families to consolidate power.

In Jan van Eyck’s portrait John Arnolfini and 
Wife, one can see the symbolism in the painting for 
that time in the early Renaissance. The mirror in the 
background represents the Eye of God, which is on the 
back of the U.S. dollar bill. The glass mirrors from the 
East give a purer reflection than the polished plates 
used in old Europe. The window to the left allowing 
light in represents the presence of God, along with the 
one lit candle hanging above their heads. The fruit on 
the window represents the Garden of Eden. The dog 
and the barefooted individuals represent fidelity.

Both Arnolfini and his wife are dressed in furs. The 
wife is not pregnant but rather seems to be saying, “I 
am wealthy. Look at my clothes. I can allow them to be 
dragged on the ground.”

There is also no priest performing the marriage or witnesses to the marriage 
that are present in the painting. However, marriage was a contract that was 
done in a strict formal ceremony with the swearing of oaths and the exchange 
of rings, gifts and dowries to seal the contract.
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See if you can find the same 
symbolism in The Money Changer 

and His Wife (from the later 
Renaissance) that are in
John Arnolfini and Wife. 

What has changed?
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