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Art History Empowering Medieval and  
Early Modern Things

Grażyna Jurkowlaniec, Ika Matyjaszkiewicz  
and Zuzanna Sarnecka

It might seem that art history has always been focused on things. Admittedly, in the 
twentieth century, Conceptualism challenged the ‘object-centred’ notion of the work 
of art, but all ancient sculptures, medieval illuminated manuscripts, early modern 
portraits, modern buildings and even contemporary installations are material objects. 
However, the practice of art history usually proves focused not so much on objects, 
as on humans involved in the processes of production and reception of art: artists, 
patrons and beholders.

Pliny gave innumerable accounts of ancient painters and carvers, providing a model 
for subsequent artistic historiographers. This focus on humans remains clear, even 
though his Natural History is arranged according to different materials, which proves 
a certain sensitivity towards the physical aspects of things. When writing about bronze, 
he described first its properties, then the various kinds of objects produced from it, and 
only subsequently he dealt with sculptors famous for their works in that medium. 
Also Vasari paid attention to the material aspects of artistic production, as testified 
by the Introduction to the Three Arts of Design, Architecture, Sculpture and Painting, 
which prefaced his famous Vite. However, despite this apparent material interest, art-
ists and their patrons constituted the primary focus of Vasari’s account. Following the 
historiographer from Arezzo, generations of art lovers and art historians constructed 
the anthropocentric story of art. What resulted was a discipline apparently able to 
consider artworks solely in relation to stylistic development within a single oeuvre 
or ‘school’. In turn, this approach brought about the necessity of value judgment and 
insisted on the notion of the artistic canon. Not accidentally, Vasari chose to describe 
solely ‘the most excellent’ artists, whose supreme creations were distinguished from 
ordinary, everyday things. This limited approach to the study of cultural artefacts cre-
ated a particular challenge for scholars of medieval art, who, while working with a few 
documented names, often went to great lengths to attribute every piece to a specific 
author. Names such as the Master of Playing Cards are testimonies to the desperate 
attempts to reconstruct specific identities behind every artwork.

Building on the importance of ‘schools’, iconology opened new research possibili-
ties for deciphering the ‘disguised’ meanings in a work of art. This method put an 
emphasis on a single artistic or patron’s intention to convey in a work of art a culturally 
specific message. Erudite interpretations reduced pictures to signs or symptoms, ignor-
ing their material character. On the other hand, studies of the reception of an artwork 
and the relationship between the image and its artistic medium provided an alterna-
tive interpretative strand. At the same time, questions about a function of an image 
became instrumental in studies of the late medieval and early modern art. Finally,  
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art historical writings began to focus on objects and their active role, especially in 
religious practices.

The fruitful suggestion that artworks can be discussed from different perspec-
tives beyond the merely aesthetic, symbolic, contextual and/or intertextual offered a 
possibility to explore their agency. The division into high and decorative arts was chal-
lenged by the realisation that artworks had a great efficacy and were not merely passive 
objects to look at but ones that could, under specific conditions, ‘stare back’.1 Sharing 
the increased interest among historians of science, art historians similarly began to 
investigate the particular properties of materials and processes of production.2 Such an 
approach allowed the discussion of objects that had previously been omitted from any 
consideration because they fell outside specific stylistic or functional categories. This 
brought a realisation of greater continuity in the lives of things through the centuries, 
which challenged the established periodisation.3 Crucial for those changes in art his-
torical studies were catalogues of exhibitions, which through carefully selected ‘star 
objects’ created new, inclusive narratives.4 The consideration of specific spaces, be it a 
public street, church interior or a private home revealed the active network of various 
things, places and people rather than a series of static, immutable stuff.

This volume is the final outcome of the research project Agency of Things: New 
Perspectives on European Art of the Fourteenth–Sixteenth Centuries. The project 
shows the perspectives opened up by the methodologies and theories elaborated over 
the course of three decades in the humanities and social sciences, from the performativ-
ity and ‘material turn’, through ‘actor-network theory’ and ‘object-oriented ontology’ 
to the ‘agency of art’. The contributions assembled in this volume offer an innovative 
insight into this ongoing debate.

The theory of agency of things came about as a result of various shifts in Western 
humanities which have occurred since the late 1970s. In opposition to textualism, 
narrativism and postructuralism, which portrayed world and culture as a series of 
signs, the material and performative turns wanted to break away from equating world 
with text, and instead stressed the importance of active, embodied actors shaping real-
ity.5 In performance studies historians and sociologists began to use the notion of 
agency to describe the intrinsically human ability to shape the surrounding social and 
material realities. Agency was associated with self-awareness and was seen as charac-
teristic of individuals. Every human entity was perceived as a strong, active, influential 
subject which contributed to the formulation of its own system. Sociology (Pierre 
Bourdieu, Anthony Giddens) explored agency to describe the relationship between 
an individual and a structure. The applicability of the theory allowed the inclusion 
of individual intentionality into the discourse. Still, it did not exclude the active force 
and subjectivity of a community and of a social system itself.6 On the other hand, 
performativity in sociology and human sciences stressed the importance of everyday 
practices, processes, events and actions. Such framing of the social and cultural pro-
cesses prompted the recognition of the physicality of active entities and materiality of 
the world in which performative acts occur. Thus the studies on performativity began 
to explore the posthumanist question about the ways in which ‘matter matters’.7

The ‘material turn’ allowed complex definitions of agency to be devised, insisting 
on the active role of artefacts in the forging and functioning of social structures. This 
was most apparent in actor-network theory (ANT).8 According to ANT material-
ity and sociality are two aspects of the same process of constructing the collective.  
Bruno Latour emphasised that collectivity, unlike society, is formed by both human 
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and non-human actors. In the actor-network theory they become equal participants 
since the actor is defined as an entity capable of forging new relations or one ‘that 
more or less successfully defines and builds a world filled by other entities with histo-
ries, identities, and interrelationships of their own’.9 While ANT does not propose any 
hierarchy of actors, undoubtedly the most significant are humans, texts, artefacts and 
money. The analysis of the network reveals that every human action may be intercepted 
and transformed by other actors. Consequently, the non-human actants are not merely 
tools, or intermediaries, employed to fulfil human intention, but instead they become 
mediators, always modifying the initial objective. The empirical study of the changes 
which occur within the networks is the only way to define these factors.10 ANT had the 
strongest impact on the studies of material culture undertaken by anthropologists and 
archaeologists. These fresh attempts placed an emphasis on micro-historical enquiries, 
drawing attention to the everyday life of an individual surrounded by material things. 
This spurred a vivid interest in an experience-based and sensory approach to scientific 
investigation, as well as directing attention to the category of change. At the turn of the 
twenty-first century, humanities began to engage with anti-anthropocentricism, which 
promoted the research of non-human entities, most importantly things and animals.

This theory was fruitfully explored in archeology, for instance by Chris Gosden 
and Bjørnar Olsen. They defined posthumanism as the turn to things and to the analy-
sis of their agency. On the basis of various archaeological finds, Gosden explored the 
generative role in stylistic changes of a group of objects, which represent a certain 
type. Those shifts span over several generations and therefore cannot be justified by 
an individual human activity, but rather are caused by the things themselves. Thus 
style remains independent of particularised intentionality. Gosden takes into account 
also the physical aspect of stylistic transitions. The use of a group of objects became 
a source of a sensory experience shared among members of an entire community 
in which those objects functioned. Consequently, the interaction with those things 
shapes long-lasting models of social behaviour, which transcend the duration of 
any individual life. Humans and societies become subordinate to the active power 
of objects.11 Bjørnar Olsen made similar observations about material and somatic 
aspects of the collective memory. Rituals that form social events can be organised and 
performed only because of their entanglement with material artefacts which permit 
the temporal public reception. As Olsen asserts ‘the persistency of the material world 
during periods of discontinuity of human bodily action is also a holding-readiness, a 
material Parathaltung for recovering or reenacting bodily memories and the “com-
munal rhythm”’.12 This consideration of the inherent properties of things helps us to 
understand the unique function of the work of art. Gosden’s discussion of style is sim-
ilarly inspiring for art historians. This crucial art historical concept was illuminated 
also by anthropologists, who for several years had been analysing the relationship 
between the social structure and formal aspects of various artefacts produced in 
different cultures. However, it was Alfred Gell’s theory that provided the strongest 
impetus for these studies and he is rightly acknowledged as the founder of the theory 
of the ‘agency of things’.

In his 1992 essay ‘The Technology of Enchantment and the Enchantment of 
Technology’ Gell formulated the core of his methodology, though he did not employ 
the term ‘agency’ at this stage. His theory proposed viewing a work of art as an object, 
an item or a thing ‘rather than a vehicle for extraneous social and symbolic message’.13 
At the same time, Gell defined artworks ‘as components of a vast and often unrecognized 
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technical system, essential to the reproduction of human societies’.14 He claimed that 
the power of art objects, which is able to cast a spell on individuals, ‘stems from 
the technical processes they objectively embody’.15 Gell expanded that theory in his 
book Art and Agency: An Anthropological Theory published posthumously in 1998.16 
Though to some extent controversial, this publication remains the fundamental con-
tribution to the study of the agency of things.17 As an anthropologist, Gell perceived 
things, including works of art, as ‘social agents’, which in a historic perspective were 
typically relegated to the role of ‘secondary agents’.18 Humans, as ‘primary agents’, 
were ‘endowed with the capacity to initiate actions/events through will or intention’, 
while ‘secondary agents’ are ‘entities not endowed with will or intention by themselves 
but essential to the formation, appearance, or manifestation of intentional actions. It 
will be apparent that “indexes” are, normally, “secondary” agents in this scene; they 
borrow their agency from some external source, which they mediate and transfer to 
the patient.’19 Importantly, Gell stressed that the active power of an artwork as a ‘sec-
ondary agent’ can differ from the original intention of its maker or patron, and can 
similarly change over time. Gell introduced the term ‘distributed personhood’, defined 
as personhood extended beyond the body-boundary through various artefacts, which 
permits the exertion of agency within a certain milieu.20 Later in his work, when ana-
lysing the concept of style, Gell implemented a new term, namely a ‘distributed object’. 
He suggested that the groups of artworks which become increasingly numerous in 
time and space, yet linked through the network of social relations (such as patronage, 
artistic activity, collecting and research) should be perceived as a spatio-temporal, 
bound together, dispersed population ‘having many spatially separated parts with 
different micro-histories’.21 This permits the anlysis of both the relationship between 
various objects and the elements within a particular work of art as parts of one whole. 
As they are grouped according to established rules, the analysis of the structure of 
the ‘distributed object’ typically reveals laws structuring a specific society.22 Gell, as 
an anthropologist, explored these aspects using examples from the art of the Pacific 
tribes. However, he supported his theory with works by the Western European artists, 
notably Rembrandt and Duchamp. The brief discussion of art historical issues opens 
up the possibilities for art historians to explore further these notions in much more 
depth, in order to describe the unique character of the work of art which distinguishes 
it from other artefacts active in the humans- non-humans collectivity.

Traditional approaches in art history highlight the significance of a specific image 
in the socio-historic fabric, or investigate its strictly functional aspects. The relation-
ships among the objects are perceived as intended or imparted merely by human agents 
such as artists, patrons, beholders or collectors. Therefore the power of the nexus of 
art itself seems insufficiently acknowledged. The theory of agency can describe how 
a determined role and use of an object or a group of artworks created, shaped and 
consolidated certain models in material and ideological spheres across all levels of 
societies. In other words, the agency allows the analysis of mechanisms structuring 
the relationship between an artwork and an individual or a group, which, in turn, 
illuminates the nature and inner workings of various social networks. Thus agency, 
through focusing on the objects, enables a close investigation of individuals, groups 
and social structures. Artworks are active agents able to influence social networks in 
subjective and tangible ways, unlike sweeping historic processes which usually formed 
static backgrounds for discussions of the function of artefacts. The active relationships 
within human and non-human social networks are multidirectional and the definition 
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of their nature depends on the scientific perspective.23 Moreover, agency reveals the 
performative character of function. It emphasises the temporality of any role played 
by an object and allows the exploration of moments of perseverance and shifts in any 
given function over time. Therefore the methodology itself has an agency, as the tem-
poral character of an investigated, active object has the capacity to also influence the 
researcher and shape her/his perspective.

Alfred Gell’s theory stimulated a wide response, particularly in the studies of con-
temporary art and in various analyses of the materiality of the work of art and the 
material cultural in general. Gell’s approach was also broadly implemented by eth-
nographers in their studies of art from different cultural contexts.24 Yet recently, 
Liana Chua and Mark Elliott complained that until 2008 there had been no interdis-
ciplinary reflection upon issues raised by Gell.25 Our aim is the opposite: we choose 
to focus on art of a particular historic period, because we believe that studies of 
the artistic phenomena in Western Christendom of the pre- and early-modern era 
allow the retention of the traditional boundaries of the discipline, and at the same 
time reveal the unparalleled interest in objects and their physical manipulations. This 
approach goes beyond the traditional studies of the function of objects by instead 
focusing on a vast array of activities, from religious to medicinal, in which things not 
only participated but which they at times enabled. This specific enquiry was facili-
tated by important changes which occurred from the thirteenth century in terms of 
iconography (devotional images, which spurred more visceral responses and encour-
aged physical interaction) and function (the origins of the altarpieces and reliquaries 
in the form of ostensories, the relation between the cult of the Eucharist or the cult 
of relics and the new function of the image). Medievalists are usually sensitive to the 
material aspects of studied objects, or, rather, concentrate less on humans than his-
torians of art of other epochs for various reasons. First, only in the late Middle Ages 
and only exceptionally do they deal with famous artists such as the Limburg brothers 
or patrons such as Jean de Berry. Second, ‘before the era of art’26 the objects were pro-
duced for various specific purposes, not merely as ‘works of art’. They were a part of 
the lived reality and vital components, which structured human behaviours. The dif-
ference between the artistic and non-artistic object was thus much more blurred than 
in subsequent periods. Third, devotional and miraculous images – regarded as though 
they were humans – often studied, even if variously interpreted by medievalists, 
reveal the dialectic nature of the image as both a material object and a representa-
tion. However, it should be emphasised that in the specific studies on medieval and 
early-modern animated statues, the category of agency was in use in the more limited 
meaning of ‘performance of an action’ to discuss figures with moveable heads, able to 
blink, speak, walk, sweat or bleed.27

In the early modern world many new phenomena emerged in terms of iconography, 
function and technique. We observe the rise of the connoisseurship, practices of col-
lecting and categorising of both artistic and natural things, as well as things understood 
as commodities, visible through their consumption. However, similarly important were 
those practices which remained unchallenged and unquestioned over centuries, thus 
blurring the boundaries between the medieval and early-modern world. To give just 
one example, the importance of certain active things such as animated figures, devo-
tional images and polyptychs, which offered many different views on various occasions, 
continued well into the seventeenth century. Certainly, even after objects became pri-
marily manifestations of the contemporary collecting impulse, many objects produced 
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by craftsmen who, in the meantime, became artists, had specific functions – and they 
were devised to best fulfil them.

The study of art from the pre-modern period requires locating and defining the 
original and secondary functions of things. Furthermore, the agency of things can 
be discussed in relation to different scales from triptychs and polyptychs standing on 
altars to small diptychs for private devotion. It can reveal the active, participatory 
character of the majority of things. The materiality of religion during the investigated 
period is overwhelming in its richness; from books, reliquaries and liturgical vessels, 
through carved and painted chargers with the head of St John the Baptist, to skilfully 
carved prayer-nuts or cheap print series and individual impressions – these were all 
empowered things. Things were also active outside the realm of religion, most impor-
tantly in the early-modern medical practices. Accurate diagnosis and treatment was 
strictly based on an analysis of substances, the faith invested in medicinal properties 
of the specific matter and skilful employment of various tools. Furthermore, things 
structured the interaction between doctor and patient, and empowered the former 
while offering reassurance to the latter. The observation that things exercised agency 
in various environments will create the basis for theoretical and historic examination.

The aforementioned objects escape easy categorisation. Therefore it is challenging 
to analyse them using traditional art historical methods, based on the investigation 
of underlying principles, stylistic classifications, and attempts to rationalise them, 
and clarify and discuss them scientifically. The traditional art history was focused 
on constructing certain trends based on a definite number of fixed qualities, readily 
definable and comparable, pushing aside all that was more elusive and tangential.28 
The scientific discourse resulted from contrasting the subjective, direct experience 
with understanding formulated through cognitive distance. In this narrative, artworks 
constituted merely visual artefacts, objects of knowledge. In this volume the authors 
follow a different route, closer to Heidegger’s thought, which included the work of 
art into a realm of beings. The ongoing conversation in medieval literary and cultural 
studies over the past six years about object-oriented ontology, as well as its importance 
in contemporary art practice, encouraged scholars to view various aspects of the pre- 
and early-modern art in that specific context.29 However, the communicative power 
of things should also be viewed from a much more established perspective formed by 
medieval mysticism and idealist writings, which stressed that the ‘moment of spon-
taneous receptivity to the call of things is the moment before self-consciousness . . .  
the moment when the self has yet to define itself over and against objects.’30 We need 
to establish paths of investigations which would permit us to understand how things 
operated in the pre- and early-modern world. Hence we require new methods of 
enquiry through which things could communicate to us the ways in which they struc-
tured their original cultural fabric. Contributors to this volume shed a new light on the 
importance of case studies, which should not be seen as means to formulating a new 
theory, but rather as an end in itself. The close attention to the objects and their spe-
cific contexts allows us to overcome the distance and reveals the operational systems in 
which the artwork as a work ‘belongs uniquely within the region it itself opens up’.31

In the first part of the volume, ‘Material Agency’, the authors show a variety of 
ways, in which the notion of agency can be discussed according to the aspects of mat-
ter and techniques, which are the underpinnings of any artistic activity. The individual 
contributions discuss the role of the materials, not simply as vehicles for conveying 
immaterial ideas but as affecting senses and having their own agency within various 
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socio-historic networks. In the opening essay, Andrew Morrall discusses objects made 
of unicorn horn, material of special agency because of its unknown provenance. He 
explores how people reacted and engaged with this unfamiliar, magical, but believable 
matter. They called for a strong sensorial experience engaging not only the sense of 
sight as beautiful objects enshrined inside Kunstkammer but also taste as people would 
drink from those unicorn horns safely, unthreatened by the poison. This ability of 
things to affect various senses is discussed further by Barbara Baert, Hannah Iterbeke 
and Lieve Watteeuw. The team presents a novel type of devotional object, namely 
Enclosed Gardens from the female convent in Mechelen. The authors describe how 
the mixed-media ensembles engaged different senses through the use of organic and 
inorganic materials. Through the sound of silk and paper when those gardens were 
touched and through the evocative smell of flowers those objects not only visualised 
the Paradise, but brought it closer to the experience of all the senses. The making of 
those gardens through the procedure of ‘controlled randomness’ and daily care for the 
fragile components of those objects sheds new light on female spirituality.

While all contributors to the volume interpret the term ‘things’ very broadly it is in 
the second part titled ‘The Power of Things’ that the clear-cut distinctions between the 
subject and the object are explicitly challenged. The papers follow Arjun Appadurai’s32– 
and more recently Tim Ingold’s – concerns about the need for nuancing the notion of 
things, which at once can be ‘generated and dissolved within the fluxes of materials 
across the interface between substances and the medium that surrounds them’33 and 
‘a way to capture the stubbornness of materiality of things, which is also connected to 
their profusion, their resistance to strict measures of equivalents, and to strict distinc-
tion between the maker and the made, the gift and the commodity, the work of art and 
the object of everyday life.’34 This idea might be more obvious for archaeologists, eth-
nologists, anthropologians, who challenge standard assumptions of material culture 
studies by focusing on ‘frequently overlooked moments of direct interaction between 
man and the material’.35 Recently, on the wave of the ‘material turn’ art historians 
also turned to works regarded as objects, as proven, for instance, by the 33rd CIHA 
Congress The Challenge of the Object organised in Nuremberg on 15–20 July 2012.36

The ‘material turn’ posed new questions for the study of images and offered a 
perspective in which they became intertwined in the social networks and prompted 
a revived discussion about the sources of their power.37 In the first essay in the part 
on ‘Power of Things’, Robert Maniura investigates the real nature of the interaction 
between the faithful and the miraculous images. He argues that with their mimetic 
qualities those paintings became valid participators and active agents that stood for 
the body of the saint. He relates their miraculous character to the beholder’s conscious 
choice to act as if in the presence of a real person. The miraculous image enabled the 
acting out of the specific kind of devotions to various saints, while its mimetic qualities 
allowed it to apparently transform the devotee through miraculous healing and other 
bestowed graces. The section continues with Rosa Porto’s study of a striking imagen 
de Santiago, still preserved in the royal monastery of Las Huelgas de Burgos, where 
it has been kept for almost seven centuries. The statue of the Apostle Saint James 
is empowered by the king in order to act for him during the knighting ceremony. 
The interaction between king and statue happens on seemingly equal terms, and the 
statue becomes invested with a seemingly real power to transform the king. As well 
as challenging the distinctions between subject and object, such use of an articulated 
statue problematised the perception of the event and activated various connotations 
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in the beholders’ minds. In the concluding essay, Peter Dent takes as his starting point 
the early twentieth-century poem by Rilke to explore the mechanisms of the agency 
of sculpture and how it can encourage the viewer to alter his or her life. The three-
dimensional artwork can function differently in various cultural and chronological 
orders, its agency is not limited to a single place or moment in time. Dent poses a 
question about the historic perspective on agency of artworks and whether beauty is a 
valid category in those enquiries. He argues that the mode of beauty in Gell’s thought 
is static and explores the possibilities that artworks may immobilise the spectator, as 
opposed to stimulate action, to transform one’s life. Dent calls for the reinterpreta-
tion of such works as Renaissance wooden crucifixes from Augustine’s perspective as 
a voice, and argues for ‘beauty as the rhetorical character of the work’.

Various scholars address the weak points in Gell’s thought such as the lack of 
aesthetic consideration.38 They also point to the need to historicise agency, to trace 
historically the shifts in the meaning of the notion, which would allow the objects 
of the past to be dealt with aptly.39 Nonetheless, despite its shortcomings Gell’s 
approach does seem to describe objects in more accurate terms than mere stylistic 
or iconographic considerations. Through this methodology things become powerful 
secondary social agents because of the intentions of the authors, patrons, recipients 
or owners.

Therefore the following part on ‘Objects as Social Agents’ considers things as active 
participants in various social networks. Leah Clark describes how material precious-
ness conditions the agency of the object. She discusses wide-ranging artefacts, from 
reliquaries to jewels, to assess how their materiality responded to the human desire 
to leave evidence of the temporary ownership on its surface. She also engages with 
Renaissance inventories from Modena, which she interprets as ‘social agents’, because 
they too became indicators of poor or good relations through the fates of the objects 
they documented. Through discussing various social actions in which those objects 
were engaged – from displaying and cherishing, to pawning and stealing – Clark argues 
that objects, especially precious objects, tested human behaviour. From Clark’s luxury 
things, Jaya Remond brings us back to arguably the most active agent of the early-
modern world, namely the print. In her contribution, she explores the various roles 
Dürer’s woodcuts and engravings played during the artist’s trip to the Netherlands. 
Portable and reasonably cheap prints served Dürer as tangible tokens of his gratitude, 
or as gifts or in exchange for other objects. Remond breaks down the 110 transactions 
described in Dürer’s diary to categorise them as exchanges, sales and gifts. She nuances 
the nature of Dürer’s gesture and argues that he consciously exploited the capacity of 
prints to become a vehicle conveying his individuality as a giver and maker. In the final 
contribution to the part, Alexander Lee examines the agency of three drawings sent 
by Michelangelo to Tommaso de’ Cavalieri to address the importance of gift-giving 
as a mode of solidifying social relationships. Lee also seeks to locate those celebrated 
works in the gendered world of the Renaissance ‘economy of gifts’, to create a strictly 
masculine counterpart for a different, already well-studied relationship, forged by 
drawings between Michelangelo and Vittoria Colonna.

However, things not only participate in social relationships but, through time, 
they also forge close and intimate bonds with individual users. In particular, various 
physical manipulations allow links to be established which are not merely concep-
tual, but much more tangible. Therefore, thinking about the character of those 
relationships should be rooted in phenomenology. In art historical investigations 
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this perspective allows to complement the traditional visual studies with analysis of 
tangible interactions between humans and things. It permits the description of the 
familiar, everyday experience of eliminating the boundaries between the subject and 
the object, and the creation of hybrid entities. In turn such a description of relation-
ships requires attention to their changing dynamics in a historic perspective. Thus 
the agency of things, or interaction between human and non-human agents, are 
described as a performative act. It challenges, accepted since Lessing, the division of 
arts into the temporal and spatial. Finally, it allows the individual contact with the 
object to be traced and how it influences tradition and social practices.40

The fourth part deals with the important question of the ‘Agency of Physical 
Manipulations’. Jack Hartnell takes up the problematic artefacts, surgical saws, 
to assess how these objects could have operated between the realms of beauty and 
utility. This case study reveals the importance of surviving objects as the only true 
witnesses to practices of the past. Saws do not simply record the surgical proce-
dure, they are not merely complementary to written and visual sources illustrating 
the act. They had the capacity to direct their own use during the surgery. Hartnell 
argues that the elaborate forms of those objects, as uncomfortable as they were 
for those who handled them, were permanent reminders of their primary role as 
hand-held medical tools. Following the discussion of the agency of things in early-
modern medical practices, Karen Overbey and Jennifer Borland discuss physicians’ 
folding almanacs to assert their capacity as ‘a space of knowledge’. The authors 
through their own physical assessment reveal the crucial role of the manuscripts 
in structuring the interaction between the patient and the doctor. Those almanacs 
were portable and encouraged their manipulation in various ways, through hold-
ing, unfolding, turning and opening. Overbey and Borland discuss the specific 
aspects of those almanacs, such as the format and the binding, to explore where the 
agency of the objects resided. They suggest that in some cases simply manipulat-
ing the folded pages triggered the physician’s stored memory, as well as allowed 
the illiterate patient to recognise various important illuminations placed strategi-
cally in the manuscript. The materiality of the text and the physical properties 
of manuscripts is discussed further in the final contribution to this part by Wim 
François. He addresses Luther’s interest in the different layout of editions of the 
Bible printed between 1538 and 1542. François deals with the significance of the 
non-confessional character of the majority of biblical illustrations in those editions. 
He also points to the various modes of appropriation of a Bible through certain 
operations divided into three categories, namely that of users’ traces, owners’ marks 
and content-related interventions, such as marginal notes and censorship measures. 
Importantly, he points to the challenges in assessing the agency of Bibles at different 
social levels, as books owned by the poorer members of the society would have been 
used until they had to be thrown away.

As a way of opening our volume to subsequent discussions, we conclude with 
Jacqueline Jung’s wide-ranging exploration of various props used by St Hedwig 
to materialise her devotion. Hedwig’s life reveals different strategies from self- 
mortification, which helped the thirteenth-century saint to change her body into 
an image and to become more like the Crucified Christ to boots which she wore 
around the neck to manifest her humility. The analysis of those aspects shows how 
materials can make people remember those absent bodies or absent practices in  
the most instantaneous way. Objects enabled ‘imaginative projections’ and seeing 
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things unseen. The pattern of St Hedwig’s life is based on series of interactions 
with the material world such as stalls once occupied by nuns from her convent or 
towels she kissed like relics. Jung explores the limitations of the notion of the agency 
of things through suggesting ways in which things remain indexes highlighting the 
absence of the human, charismatic agent.

We hope that the volume will become a fresh voice in the discussion on the valid-
ity of the notion of agency in studies on medieval and early-modern art. Despite its 
various limitations, Gell’s theory allows art historical studies of well-known objects 
to be included as well as those which hitherto had remained inaccessible because of 
the lack of a methodology which permitted such investigations. However, it must be 
emphasised that Gell presents the active role of artworks in developing social and 
interpersonal relations through the ‘abduction’ of their agency. The research pre-
sented in this volume focuses on the works of art and their materiality, accessible also 
through the analysis of the physicality of their makers and intended users. Thus, fol-
lowing Latour, they assert that social aspects cannot be divorced from the material.
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Material Agency





1	 The Power of Nature and the  
Agency of Art
The Unicorn Cup of Jan Vermeyen

Andrew Morrall

Recent scholarship has revealed the sixteenth-century Kunst-und-Wunderkammer to 
be a world pulsating with objects, natural and manmade, whose exotic materials and 
strangeness of forms on the one hand, and technical virtuosities and inventiveness of 
design on the other, collectively proposed mute lessons and encouraged active reflec-
tions in fields well beyond the aesthetic, including the various branches of natural 
philosophy, geography, ethnography, history, and ethics. Behind the fascination with 
natural materials, especially the newly discovered fauna of exotic lands and their by-
products – shells, horns, bezoar stones, feathers – or with rare gemstones and metals 
lay a belief in matter as an active, living agent in the world, possessed of intrinsic 
powers and virtues. The following article investigates a category of artwork that was 
fashioned from such exotic natural materials, made primarily for the Kunstkammer. 
The focus will be upon the unicorn horn, a material regarded by contemporaries as 
the most precious of all such natural objects and deemed so rare and so powerful as 
to be able to significantly affect its ambient environment. More than any other ani-
mal, largely because of its obscure origins and the consequent mystique, prestige and 
enormous financial worth of its only concretely known part, the horn, the unicorn 
was the object of intense scrutiny and study. Numerous dedicated published accounts 
drew upon a range of ancient and medieval literature and a wealth of shared human-
ist speculation and debate on the subject. Andrea Bacci, a Florentine physician and 
man of letters, who wrote such a treatise in 1573 for Francesco, the Grand Duke of 
Tuscany, was not exaggerating when he called the unicorn the ‘epitome of Nature’s 
secrets’ and claimed that no previous age had displayed such a fascination with this 
rare animal as did his own epoch.1 The following article seeks to explain the sources of 
the unicorn horn’s power as it was understood at a particular historical moment and 
under particular cultural conditions – between about 1550 and 1650 – and how that 
power was consciously harnessed and manipulated by the craftsmen who fashioned 
them: the ‘power of nature and the agency of art’ of the title.2 Finally, it will suggest 
how habits of study, encouraged and in a sense structured by the categories of collect-
ing fostered by the Kunstkammer – epitomized in Bacci’s search for ‘Nature’s secrets’ 
quoted above – led to the gradual dismantling of the centuries-old body of knowledge 
that surrounded this fabled creature.3

The particular object of scrutiny in this article is a goblet made from unicorn horn, 
today in the Kunsthistorisches Museum (Figure 1.1).4 Rudolf Distelberger convinc-
ingly attributed the cup to Jan Vermeyen (before 1559–1608), the most important and 
gifted goldsmith to work for Rudolf II. Born in Brussels and trained in Antwerp, the 
son of the painter Jan Cornelisz Vermeyen, he was in Frankfurt in 1589 where already 
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by 1596 he was in contact with the Emperor. On 1 October 1597 he was taken on 
as Kammergoldschmied with a monthly salary of 10 gulden. The high worth Rudolf 
accorded him is shown by the fact that Rudolf gave him an additional 100 gulden per 
year by November and in 1602 doubled his salary again. Though none of his surviv-
ing works are signed, the key work through which his style is known is the imperial 
crown of Rudolf II, completed in 1602. On the basis of comparison with the crown, 
Distelberger dated the cup to between 1600 and 1605.5

The unicorn horn is set in a mount made up of a variety of extremely expensive 
materials: refined gold and enamel work set with rubies and diamonds and surmounted 
by a double cameo carved in agate. This latter is attributed to the lapidary artist, 
Ottavio Miseroni (1567–1624), another highly esteemed craftsman of Rudolf’s court, 
with whom Vermeyen collaborated on a number of works. 6

From at least 1619, the date of the earliest surviving documentary reference, the 
unicorn cup was kept within the imperial treasury.7 This was an especial repository 
of the Kunstkammer that housed the most costly of Emperor Rudolf’s possessions, 
including the imperial insignia: the crown, the orb, the apple and scepter, all of which 

Figure 1.1  �Jan Vermeyen and Ottavio Miseroni, Unicorn Horn Cup, narwhal horn, 
diamonds, rubies, gold and enamel work. Vienna, Kunsthistorisches Museum, 
Kunstkammer, inv. no. KK 1113.
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share a certain stylistic affinity with the unicorn goblet. A 1605 report of the collection  
by the Duke of Savoy’s ambassador, Carlo Francesco Manfredi, recorded these impe-
rial objects and marked out as the two most valuable and inalienable possessions of the 
entire Habsburg collection a large bowl, carved from agate, believed to have belonged 
to the Emperor Constantine, whose natural veining spelt out the word ‘Xristo’ in 
nature’s hand, and an extraordinary unicorn horn, six feet in length, exhibited on a 
simple mount but otherwise unadorned.8 As is clear from Manfredi’s awed report, 
possession of such extraordinarily rare natural creations, in which God’s hand was 
palpable, was an important source of political agency. For the Habsburg emperors, 
the ownership and guardianship of these precious rarities reinforced their claim to 
worldly imperium as a divinely ordained right.

The source of the unicorn horn’s quasi-divine aura lay in a tradition going back at 
least to the Greek Physiologus, compiled between the second and fifth centuries CE, 
and known continuously throughout the medieval and Renaissance period.9 This text 
was the first to invest the unicorn with Christological associations and was the source 
of various stories associated with the unicorn later taken up in medieval literature and 
art: the creature’s virtues of strength and gentleness, which were explicitly equated 
with Christ; the belief that the unicorn could be tamed only by sitting in the lap of a 
virgin; as well as the Hunt for this rare and beautiful beast, which came to symbol-
ize Christ’s passion. Such associations endowed the unicorn horn with both a noble 
and a sacred character, its numinous qualities appropriate for the insignia of office, 
such as the staff of bishops or the scepters of emperors.10 This long-standing and all-
pervasive symbolic understanding arose in part from the Physiologus’s account of the 
following myth:

In the places where [the unicorn] dwells there is a great lake, and to this lake all 
beasts resort to drink. But before they assemble themselves, there comes the snake, 
and casts her poison on the water. And the beasts when they observe the poison 
dare not drink, but stand aside and wait for the Unicorn. He arrives and goes 
straight into the lake, and marks the sign of the Cross with his horn; and there-
upon the poison becomes harmless, and all those beasts drink.11

In the light of this myth, the unicorn, supreme among animals, stood symbolically 
as an exemplar of the qualities of responsible rulership and its horn, therefore, as an 
appropriate possession of princes. Management of such rare specimens thus assumed 
important social and political overtones. Such wonders contained in the Prague 
Kunstkammer of the Emperor Rudolf II were displayed only very sparingly to high-
ranking visitors such as Manfredi, for the wondrous was intertwined with secrecy, and 
secrecy was the province of princes.

Besides the horn itself, the other constituent parts of Vermeyen’s unicorn cup also 
spoke to kingly virtues. The diamonds and rubies imparted by their own rarity, quality 
and sheer monetary value a dignity that matched the uniqueness of the unicorn they 
adorned. In the 1617 inventory, the cup was valued at 4,500 gulden. Collectively, the 
value of the gold enamel work and precious stones was established as 2,809 gulden, 
making the horn the most expensive element at 1,691 gulden.12

The importance Rudolf accorded the choice of jewels for such works and the degree 
of thought that went into their design can be seen in the parallel efforts he took to 
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acquire the stones for Vermeyen’s imperial crown. In 1601, under a seal of secrecy, he 
undertook a search across Europe for suitable diamonds. The imperial Ambassador 
Johann van Khevenhueller in Spain had lead casts of rough diamonds made and sent 
with their weight and price back to Prague. The largest stone that appears in the cor-
respondence stood at 186 carats. The prices went into the tens of thousands of ducats. 
In the same year Rudolf sent the gem polisher and jeweler David von Brussel to Rome 
where he bought a large diamond from the Jesuits for 30,000 ducats.13

In addition to their monetary worth, these gemstones possessed intrinsic virtues 
which could endow their owners with, or strengthen, particular attributes of char-
acter. Such beliefs were handed down within the lapidary tradition inherited from 
the Middle Ages.14 Standing at the apex of a well-established hierarchy of stones, the 
diamond, which derived its name from the Greek adamas (‘unvanquished’), possessed 
above all the quality of insuperable hardness. It was considered the jewel of rulers and 
was thought to endow the wearer with superior strength, fortitude and courage.15 The 
ruby, too, possessed royal virtues. It was specifically coupled with the unicorn horn in 
medieval German literature. In the twelfth-century Alexanderlied by Lamprecht ‘der 
Pfaffe’, for example, Queen Candace presents Alexander with a unicorn valued not so 
much for itself as for the precious stone growing at the base of its horn:

I had from the this rich queen
A beast of proud and noble mien
That bears in his brow the ruby-stone.16

Renaissance lapidary writers ascribed similar virtues to the agate, of which the cam-
eos of the cup’s finial are made, specifically strength and prudence.17 The cameos 
are elaborately carved on one side with two helmeted heads, one male, one female, 
superimposed in classical profile (Figure 1.2(a)); the other is a profile bust of a  
tumbling-haired, loosely clothed female (Figure 1.2(b)). If, as seems most likely, the 
two superimposed profile helmeted heads represent Mars and Minerva, then the inher-
ent virtues of the stone – of Strength and of Prudence – are symbolized in the imagery 
of the gods.18 Such an association between intrinsic virtue and image is made explicit 
in an inscription on an agate relief commesso of Minerva, attributed to the Ottavio 
Miseroni workshop and with mounts by Vermeyen (Figure 1.3):

Cur Palladi Armorum Refertur Gloria
Docta Decens Bellum Regitur Prudentia
Why is the glory of Pallas Athene’s arms so well known?
[Because] War, when well conducted, is guided by Wise Prudence.19

In the unicorn cup’s cameo, the intrinsic and invisible virtues inhering in the matter of 
the stone are similarly hypostasized – and thereby enhanced – in the image of the gods. 
The contemporary belief in the ability of an image carved into the stone to release its 
latent powers was alluded to by Rudolf II’s personal physician, the doctor and natu-
ral philosopher Anselmus de Boodt in his influential Gemmarum et lapidum historia 
of 1609. In his discussion of the diamond, he suggested in a parenthetical aside that 
rather than carve a figure of Mars or of Hercules overcoming the Hydra into the stone 
in order to effect an augury of victory, it would be better to carve a scene of Christ’s 
Passion, the better to lure out the good spirits within.20



Figure 1.2(a)  Detail of Figure 1.1.

Figure 1.2(b)  Detail of Figure 1.1.
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To grasp a contemporary understanding of these precious materials therefore is to 
take into account how these multiple and interlocking levels of meaning were super-
imposed upon the raw experience of viewing. One would have progressed from an 
appreciation of the luster of these rare and costly physical materials, to a considera-
tion of their invisible, intrinsic virtues, to a metaphysical grasp of what was in effect a 
summa of the virtues of Kingship.

From the lapidary tradition, Renaissance patrons inherited the attitudes towards 
jewels of medieval theologians, for whom the contents of their church treasuries had 
for long served as objects of meditation.21 Abbot Suger in the twelfth century famously 
wrote of his own use of the treasury of St Denis for purposes of meditation, as when 
beholding on the altar the jeweled cross of St Eloi:

Thus when – out of my delight in the beauty of the house of God – the loveliness 
of the many coloured gems has called me away from external cares, and worthy 
meditation has induced me to reflect on the diversity of their sacred virtues, trans-
ferring that which is material to that which is immaterial; then it seems to me that 
I see myself dwelling, as it were, in some strange region of the universe which 
neither exists entirely in the slime of the earth nor entirely in the purity of heaven; 
and that, by the grace of God, I can be transported from this inferior to that higher 
world in an anagogical manner.22

Figure 1.3  �Workshop of Ottavio Miseroni, Minerva [commesso: Giovanni Ambrogio(?), 
mount: Jan Vermeyen], agate, jasper, silver gilt, rubies, white enamel. Vienna, 
Kunsthistorisches Museum, Kunstkammer, inv. no. ANSA XII 819.
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Four hundred and fifty years later, Anselmus de Boodt echoed these sentiments in the 
prefatory dedication to Rudolf II of his treatise on gems. Acknowledging the neces-
sity for kings and emperors to adorn themselves with the borrowed lustre of precious 
gems, he nonetheless emphasized the fact that Rudolf’s interest in gems was

in order that in them, [he] might contemplate the excellence of God and His inde-
scribable power, which seems to have forced the beauty of the whole world into so 
small a body, and seems to have included in it the power of other things, and had 
forevermore a certain light and appearance of divinity before the eyes.23

Despite this acknowledgement of the divine origins of creation, de Boodt’s treatise 
on gems, which ran into several editions in the course of the seventeenth century, 
was written in a spirit of natural philosophy. It constituted a complete reclassification 
of stones, with sections on their origins, properties and virtues, and powers. While 
it refuted many of the superstitious and magical properties stones were tradition-
ally accorded, as R. J. W. Evans put it, ‘[t]he extent of its credulity and belief in the 
unforeseen forces which inhere in natural objects reflects the attitude towards miner-
als of Rudolf’s whole court.’24 The treatise therefore provides important evidence as 
to how the materials of the unicorn horn cup and its precious stones would have been 
regarded in the circles of the Emperor.

De Boodt included a lengthy discussion of the properties of the unicorn horn in 
his treatise, emphasizing its chief intrinsic virtue: that the unicorn’s horn ‘is so highly 
valued among connoisseurs of gemstones and princes, because nothing surpasses 
it in its ability to recognize, prevent and conquer every poison, so that it is worth 
more than the price of gold.’25 De Boodt quoted the ancient authority of Aelian, a 
Roman author of about 200 CE – as well as Pliny – by distinguishing five types of 
mono-horned beast: the one-horned ox, the rhinoceros, the real unicorn (monoceros), 
the one-horned Indian ass and the one-horned oryx, a kind of wild goat. De Boodt 
matched his knowledge of classical and ancient sources with his own experience: he 
claimed to have seen more than twenty different types of ‘unicorn’ horn in the collec-
tions of princes and dukes, many of them turning out to be only stag’s horn or walrus 
teeth (Dens Rosmari).26

The markings of the horn of the authentic unicorn, which alone possessed the won-
drous healing qualities, are, he said – again citing Aelian – dark reddish purple at the 
top, black in the middle, and white beneath. In the light of this, the dark to white 
coloration of the Vienna cup may have been valued as especially authentic and rare. 
Aelian based his own account in part upon the Greek physician Ctesias’s Indika, writ-
ten in the first half of the fourth century BCE, who was the first to mention the use of 
goblets made of unicorn horn. He wrote that in India such goblets were believed to 
give the drink contained in them curative or preventative properties against cramps, 
epilepsy or poisoning. Aelian added that only Indian noblemen could afford to own 
such precious goblets, which they made still more costly by elaborate mountings of 
gold.27 In reading de Boodt’s text, it becomes clear that Vermeyen’s goblet, similarly 
decorated, was a direct descendant of this long textual tradition.

De Boodt’s accounts of the occult virtues of the ruby, diamond and agate also 
placed particular emphasis on these stones’ faculties of detecting and protecting from 
poison.28 Of the ruby, he noted in particular its propensity to darken in the presence of 
poison;29 the hardness of the diamond, he says, ‘prevails also over poisons and renders 
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them powerless’;30 while the agate is especially effective against the poisons of snakes 
and scorpions.31

De Boodt’s belief in the medical application of precious stones belongs to a wider 
medical seventeenth–century acceptance of amuletic therapies. For him, the virtues 
inherent in a stone were wholly dependent on its material substance, gathered during the 
circumstances of its generation within the earth— and therefore in accord with the laws 
of nature. He could thus debunk a popular belief in the diamond’s ability to indicate 
whether or not a wife is faithful precisely because it was based on a misunderstanding 
of the diamond’s nature: ‘Nature does not know adultery: because marriage and the 
mutual pacts between spouses do not depend upon Nature but on the Law and the will 
of men who wish that adultery be a vice and a sin; the diamond, which is deprived of 
sense, cannot know that Law and will.’32 Nonetheless – and this is revealing of a pre-
modern understanding, grappling with a Nature subject to its own laws yet which is 
also God’s creation – he does not entirely reject the claims that some diamonds have 
performed such feats, but rather ascribes this effect to a spirit attached to the diamond 
by the will of God. This spirit is not contrary to nature, but rather in accord with it (he 
maintains that the natural beauty of the diamond attracts good spirits), inasmuch as the 
fundamental cause of the universe as a whole is God, ‘the great Creator of all things.’33

One further element in the goblet’s ornament – the serpent handles – may also allude 
to its alexipharmic powers (Figure 1.1). On the one hand, the serpents symbolize the 
inimical forces against which the unicorn horn would provide protection. From the 
Physiologus onwards, serpent and unicorn were considered natural enemies. Yet each 
snake bears a small diamond upon its head, suggesting that they are not ordinary snakes. 
They refer, rather, to an ancient Indian tradition of legendary dragon-snakes, which 
were believed to have a magical stone embedded in their foreheads.34 Shepard traced the 
transmission of this belief into Europe in late antiquity and thence to the Renaissance. 
He cites Flavius Philostratus (c.170–245 CE) who, in his life of Apollonius, related how 
this jewel was said to contain ‘a thin crescent-like fibre, which oscillates unceasingly in 
the centre.’35 By the fifteenth century, Jordanus Catalanus, Bishop of Quilon (Kollam), 
reported in his Mirabilia Descripta (c.1330) that in the ‘Third India’ there were many 
dragons with brilliant stones called carbuncles in their heads, besides a great quantity 
of serpents similarly adorned, and in Rome, Cardinal Ponzetto wrote in his Libellus de 
Veneis (1521) that golden fibres contained within these stones darkened when poison 
was brought near.36 In apparently referencing this tradition, the serpent handles on 
Rudolf’s cup thus provided both an additional allusion to the horn’s exotic, eastern 
origins and a possible additional source of therapeutic power.

According to the chemical understanding of the times, the horn’s singular powers 
caused it to sweat in the presence of poison. The eminent French pharmacist, Laurens 
Catelan, echoed a long tradition among naturalists when he wrote in his Histoire de 
la nature, chasse, propriété et usages de la lycorne (1624), ‘that poisonous plants and 
animals, when brought near it, burst and die; and the horn sweats in the presence of 
poison.’37 How did contemporaries explain this prodigious power in terms of natural 
philosophy?

The natural principles that caused the horn to sweat belonged to a system of cor-
respondences, of ‘sympathies’ and ‘antipathies,’ among natural materials. The horn 
acted as a kind of ‘magnetic’ barrier, attracting to itself and neutralizing the noxious 
effusions of the poison, thereby causing a natural condensation as a by-product of this 
elemental battle.
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Medical opinion could be divided as to the nature of these substances and the 
manner in which they interacted. Seventeenth-century medical literature discloses 
sharp disagreements about the whys and whens amuletic materials were effective in 
preventing disease, arising from conflicting philosophies of the natural action of medi-
cines upon the body. Anselmus de Boodt, for instance, as a steadfast Aristotelian, 
understood natural sympathies and antipathies in terms of a theory of the humors, 
by which dry and cold or warm and wet elements attracted each other and repelled 
their opposites. He vehemently disagreed with the ideas of Paracelsus (Theophrastus 
Bombastus von Hohenheim, d.1541), the unorthodox Swiss physician, who rejected 
humoral theory as the basis of matter in favor of one based on the chemical interac-
tion of three elemental substances: salt, mercury and sulfur. At Rudolf’s court, the 
Paraselsian camp was represented by prominent physicians and alchemists such as 
Michael Maier, Heinrich Kuhnrath, and Robert Fludd. Another key figure was the 
Swiss medical reformer, Dr Oswald Croll, whose work, the Basilica Chymica of 1609, 
included an exposition of Paracelsus’s plague theory. This treated disease and poisons 
as something akin to microscopic seeds, which could be diverted from entering the 
body and neutralized by their magnetic attraction to certain amuletic materials. The 
recipe he formulated against plague, which he presented to Rudolf II, was based upon 
Paracelsus’s famous zenexton antidote.38 It is useful for the present purpose because 
it clearly articulated the principles of natural sympathy by which – at least for these 
physicians – the innate properties of natural materials worked upon each other. Croll’s 
antidote was a compound of dessicated and pulverized toads, the menstrual blood of 
young girls, white arsenic, orpiment, dittany roots, pearls, corals and oriental emer-
alds. His concoction formed a paste, which the physician formed into small cakes. 
Croll insisted that the ingredients of the zenexton be aligned with one of the planets: 
each toad, for instance, was to be suspended alive facing the east before it was pulver-
ized. Croll’s further addition of sapphire and hyacinth was also consciously intended 
to align celestial influences with mineral ingredients that had known correspondences 
with parts of the human body. The recipe also required making a small cylindrical 
metal case engraved on top with a serpent and on its bottom a scorpion. The physi-
cian imprinted the toad cakes with the seals of the serpent and the scorpion and then 
enclosed them in the cylinder. The chief ingredient, the pulverised toad, was chosen 
because that animal’s tuberous and swollen skin corresponded, by the theory of sig-
natures, to the lesions, spots, and carbuncles on the skin of plague victims. It was also 
believed that the toad harbored an innate hatred for and fear of man. This hatred – 
this powerful spirit, contained in the zenexton – was thought to imprint itself on the 
archeus (or organizing principle) of the disease thereby destroy it. These principles – of 
astral alignment, of occult sympathies between things, a doctrine of signatures, and 
the efficacy of an impressed or carved image – were essentially those that structured 
the design of the unicorn goblet. For physicians like Laurens Catelan, the unicorn 
horn’s fearsome ability to make poisonous plants and creatures ‘burst and die’ in its 
presence was based on a comparable belief in the horn’s occult powers of attraction 
and repulsion.

Similarly, the darkening of the ruby in the presence of poison or when it was turned 
around a pestilential lesion was caused by its absorption of the poisonous miasma of 
the infected body. The diamond, by contrast, detected poison in an antipathetic man-
ner. Minute particles from the poison supposedly settled on the stone, where, unable 
to penetrate its hard surface, they caused a superficial discoloration.
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A dramatic and overt statement of this principle of protection by sympathetic attrac-
tion and repulsion is suggested in an extraordinary cup carved from rhinoceros horn, 
made for Rudolf II at much the same time as the unicorn cup, and listed in the 1607–11 
inventory of his collection (Figure 1.4).39 The metalwork mounts are by an unknown 
Nuremberg goldsmith, while the carving of the horn has been attributed to the impe-
rial court ivory carver, Nikolaus Pfaff (1556?–1612). Its vivid character emphasizes 
and enhances the material’s intrinsic qualities, for rhinoceros horn, too, was believed 
to possess great apotropaic powers that could instantly neutralize any poisons that 
came near it. The horn’s exterior is carved, moreover, to suggest coral, believed, from 
Pliny onwards, to be another powerfully protective substance (Figure 1.5).40 Enmeshed 
within the coral branches, as if the embodiments of malignant forces caught in its neu-
tralizing strands, are fierce dogs’ heads, snakes, lizards, and beetles and other crawling 
and malign creatures.41 Four human faces, two male, two female, more beneficent in 
aspect, half-emerge, spirit-like, from within the horn’s matter. This apparent reifica-
tion of the horn’s occult forces is reinforced by the terrifying aspect of the mounts: 
the cover is in the form of a demonic dragon’s face, flanked by immense horns (in 
fact those of an African warthog, though described in the inventory as dragon’s horns 
(Schlangenhörner);42 a serpent’s tongue or Natterzunge (in reality, a fossilized shark’s 
tooth), set between the opened jaws, provided a further protection against poison.  

Figure 1.4  �Nikolaus Pfaff, Covered Cup, rhinoceros horn, warthog tusks, fossilized 
shark’s tooth, silver gilt, partially painted in cold colors, 1611. Vienna, 
Kunsthistorisches Museum, Kunstkammer, inv. no. KK 3709.
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All these additional interventions by the craftsman were undoubtedly intended to 
enhance the horn’s innate protective powers.

Though there is no surviving account of the medical or ceremonial applications of 
either of these horn cups, the strong element of display in both suggests that, quite 
apart from functioning as objects of curiosity in the Kunstkammer, they would have 
been used on occasions of state. An account of the wedding of the daughter of King 
Edward IV to the Duke of Burgundy recounts how a unicorn horn was simply set upon 
the table, or near it, so that, should any poisons be present, any change in its appear-
ance would be instantly seen.43

Thus far, all the authorities quoted took the physical evidence of the unicorn horn 
as fact, but with only the haziest sense of this rare creature’s natural habitat as some 
exotic region on the borders of the known world, in India, or some foggily defined 
part of ‘the East.’ Even de Boodt, when enumerating the types of monoceroi listed by 
ancient and modern natural philosophers, admitted that none had been definitively 
identified as the ‘true’ unicorn. And despite his expertise in the matter, he, together 
with all his learned contemporaries and their princely patrons who spent such exces-
sive sums to acquire specimens, had no idea that the characteristic long, straight, 
spiraling horn, universally accepted as the ‘true’ unicorn horn, was actually the tooth 
of a narwhal, a species of whale, which exists only within the very limited area of the 
Arctic Ocean, north of Greenland and Baffin Bay. It was – and is – seldom seen south 

Figure 1.5  Detail of Figure 1.4.
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of Greenland and was therefore almost completely unknown in medieval times. This 
curious fact begs the obvious question: how did this naturally spiraling appendage, 
which can grow to a length of nine feet, acquire its prodigious identity?

The purported ‘eastern’ origins of most of these prestige objects did not arouse 
mistrust among princely collectors or in learned circles. Since ancient times, Asia, and 
especially India, had been regarded as the rare animal’s natural habitat, a tradition 
mediated via Aelian into the Western medieval and late medieval world. This liter-
ary tradition was grafted quite naturally onto actual horns, such that, for example, 
the great horn in the treasury of St Denis in Paris was thought to have been given to 
Charlemagne by Rashun ar Raschid, the great Abbasid Caliph, in 807 CE.44

The unicorn horn goblet of Cosimo de’ Medici, Grand Duke of Tuscany, which 
Andrea Bacci mentioned in his treatise, L’Alicorno, of 1573,45 was presented to the 
Grand Duke by the powerful Sephardic merchant Salomon Abenaes (1520–1603), 
who claimed to have received it from the king of Narsinghgarh in India.46 Abenaes 
was reinforcing his gift’s rarity value by reaffirming an exotic provenance, which was 
all too believable because Abenaes – who had been born into a Portuguese converso 
family under the name Alvaro Mendes and officially returned to the Jewish faith in 
1585 in the Ottoman Empire – had spent part of his youth mining diamonds precisely 
in the Indian principality of Narsinghgarh (Madras).47

In this instance one is faced with a dilemma about origins. On the face of it, it is 
unlikely, although not entirely impossible, that a narwhal-unicorn cup could have 
emanated from India. Marine ivory, including narwhal, over the centuries did filter 
from the polar regions via Eastern Asia and thence to Islamic countries – and perhaps 
as far east as India. (In this process, the more easily obtainable and truly ‘eastern’ rhi-
noceros horn became inextricably mixed up with the narwhal horn and also identified 
with the unicorn and its properties.)48 Yet given the extent of his trading networks, it 
is more likely that Abenaes acquired his horn in the West or in the Islamic Near East, 
where it was an increasingly common item of trade.49

Wherever it was that Abenaes acquired the horn cup, the narwhal tusk itself was 
by this time part of an established trade network that originated in the Arctic Circle 
where Inuit hunters of the narwhal sold the tusks on to Norwegian or Danish traders. 
These merchants, by the second half of the sixteenth century, had a near monopoly on 
what had become a buoyant and highly profitable market in narwhal teeth.

If merchants exploited the belief in the unicorn horn’s exotic origins transmitted 
by the literary tradition, the narwhal tusk’s spiral character entered into the Western 
visual tradition in the late twelfth century and originally in England, where it is first 
found in a psalter of c.1200.50 Though the details remain obscure, it seems that at 
this period various contingencies came together that made possible an association 
of the physical object with the literary tradition. The influence of the Christianized 
Physiologus laid the religious/spiritual groundwork that brought the symbolic associa-
tion of the unicorn with Christ to prominence at the same time that the narwhal horn 
made its appearance in a Western market. It is significant that the earliest inventory 
references to ownership of narwhal-unicorn horns come from the northern European 
courts of England (Edward I, 1303), Burgundy (Philip of Burgundy, 1387, Charles the 
Bold, 1467), and France (Duke de Berry, 1418).51

At some level therefore, two parallel knowledge systems regarding the narwhal 
horn were at play: one was the ‘learned,’ text-based tradition, explored above, rein-
forced by a long visual iconography; the other was the baldly commercial. Indeed one 
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can speak of a thread of mercantile deception that runs back to the earliest trade in 
the material but which was increasingly diffi cult to maintain by the later sixteenth cen-
tury. Under pressure of naturalists’ investigations, exploration and trade in the Polar 
Regions, the spread of knowledge networks, and what appears to have been a glut in 
the market of narwhal tusks that accompanied an expansion of the Greenland fi shing 
trade, belief in the unicorn horn and its natural powers became increasingly diffi cult to 
sustain. The man who published the fi rst explanation of the narwhal and its tooth was 
the Danish naturalist Olé Worm. He vividly described his discovery in a letter to the 
Frenchman Isaac de Pleyère, recorded in the latter’s Relation de Groenland written in 
1646: how the Chancellor of Denmark, Christian Fries, showed him a narwhal skull 
with the ‘horn’ still attached; how he had an artist make a scale drawing of it; and 
how, upon acquiring another entire specimen, he realized that the horn was in fact an 
enormous tooth (Figure 1.6).

Worm’s account also sheds rare light on the attitudes of the merchants of narwhal 
horn, starkly revealing the existence of these parallel worlds:

The Danes are of opinion (as most certainly it is), that all those kind of horns 
found in Muscovy, Germany, Italy, and France, came originally out of Denmark, 
where this sort of merchandise was very frequent, whilst there was a passage 
between Norway and old Greenland, and that they constantly crossed the seas 
from one coast to the other. The Danes, who brought them to sale in foreign 

Figure 1.6  Isaac de Pleyère, Relation de Groenland (Paris: Augustin Courbé, 1647), 
fol. 145.



30  The Power of Nature and the Agency of Art

countries, had no reason to declare them to be fishes’ teeth, but sold then for uni-
corns’ horns, to sell them at a higher rate; this they . . . continue to do it to this 
day. ’Tis not long since, that the Company of New Greenland, at Copenhagen, 
sent one of their agents into Muscovy, with several great pieces of these kinds of 
horns, and amongst the rest, one end of a considerable bigness, to sell it to the 
Great Duke of Muscovy. The Great Duke being extremely taken with the beauty 
thereof, he showed it to his physician, who, understanding the matter, told him 
’twas nothing but the tooth of a fish; so that this agent returned to Copenhagen 
without selling his commodity. After his return, giving an account of the success 
of his journey, he exclaimed against the physician who spoiled his market by 
disgracing his commodities, ‘Thou art a half-headed fellow’ replied one of the 
Directors of the Company: ‘Why didst thou not offer two or three hundred duc-
ats to the physician, to persuade him that they were the horns of the unicorn?’52

For the craftsman Hans Vermeyen, his patron, Rudolf, and his learned circle of phy-
sicians and natural philosophers, all this lay invisibly in the future. For them, the 
occult powers of the unicorn horn were all too palpable, to be investigated and under-
stood through collecting, scrutiny and the study of ancient authority as with de Boodt, 
and controlled and manipulated through the art of Vermeyen. For all that they were 
working in the dark, their common aspirations reveal the possibilities of advancing 
knowledge that the context of the Kunstkammer offered and which were to pave the 
way for Olé Worm’s later discoveries. Above all was the sense that, implicit in works 
like those of Vermeyen or Pfaff and their fellow craftsmen, was the idea that human 
ingenuity could comprehend, harness and even challenge the existing order of nature. 
The rivalries between human and natural energies that were explored in the work-
shops and collections of the later sixteenth century were ultimately to give rise to the 
culture of experiment and curiosity of the following century. Already, by the later 
sixteenth century, cracks in the older edifice of knowledge of the unicorn had begun to 
show. The physician, Andrea Marini, wrote a tract as early as 1566 that exposed flaws 
and inconsistencies in the traditional accounts of the unicorn.53 Even Bacci, whose 
treatise was likely commissioned by Francesco de’ Medici precisely to defend the uni-
corn against detractors like Marini, and who argued from a deep well of learning, 
reveals an exhaustion with this intellectual tradition. He finished his book with the 
remarkable assertion that:

Whether the alicorn sweats or does not sweat, whether it makes water boil or does 
not make it boil, the belief that it does so will do no injury to truth and will be for 
the good of the state. No man of sound mind should seek to disprove these things 
by rigor of reasoning, but should allow and discreetly admit them – for the sake, 
at least, of the Princes whom they will please by such favorable opinion. Thus the 
common good obliges us to write and to persuade the ignorant that what is said 
of the Alicorn is true, because such belief discourages wicked men from evil doing 
by making them think that the virtue of this horn will easily discover their iniquity 
and bring about their utter ruin.54

In this tacit admission that his model of ‘truth’ was based upon social and political 
expediency rather than on scientific conviction (con rigor dell’ragione), Bacci shows 
the inadequacy of a framework of truth which ‘men of sound mind’ (alcun[i] di sano  
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intelletto) were increasingly unable to accept. In this respect, the Kunstkammer, the 
works it contained and those craftsmen, physicians and natural philosophers who 
worked within its orbit, stood at the cusp of two eras, a place where one could 
glimpse, at the junctures of practical and theoretical knowledge, of the wondrous and 
the empirical, of credulity and curiosity, the gradual emergence of a new order amid 
the slow passing of the old.
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Mixed Media, Remnant Art, Récyclage  
and Gender in the Low Countries  
(Sixteenth Century Onwards)
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The early sixteenth-century Enclosed Gardens or horti conclusi of the Augustinian 
Hospital Sisters of Mechelen form an exceptional world heritage collection from the 
late medieval period (Figure 2.1). Most Enclosed Gardens have been lost to the rav-
ages of time, with this loss exacerbated by lack of both understanding and interest. No 
fewer than seven Enclosed Gardens, however, were preserved until the late twentieth 
century in their original context, that is the small community of Augustinian nuns in 
Mechelen.2 Like sleeping beauties, they remained secluded in the sisters’ rooms as aids 
to devotion. Their centuries-long slumber has recently given way to a new phase of 
a lively debate and active scholarship, as these popular retables are now considered 
unique testimonies of female spirituality in the sixteenth century. Their remarkable 
pictorial vernacular provides new insights into life, thought and devotion in female 
convent communities. They testify to a cultural identity connected with strong mysti-
cal traditions; they are a gateway to a lost world, an essential part of the rich material 
and immaterial culture of the Southern Netherlands in the early sixteenth century.

The flowers and the embroidered wrappings around objects like stones, medal-
lions and relics in the Enclosed Gardens were created by the religious with subtle 
refinement and an astonishing range of effects. With silk and precious silver threads, 
nuns twisted knots and patterns over armatures of fine parchment, incorporating glass 
beads, paper quilling (paperolles), semi-precious stones and sequins. Artificial flow-
ers and fruit, especially branches of wild roses, white lilies and pink grapes, surround 
the wooden statuettes known as Poupées de Malines (dolls of Mechelen), relics, wax 
medallions and small pipe-clay figures.3 At the back of the wooden box containing 
each garden, dense lozenge patterns are created with webbed threads stitched over 
the rolls of silk. Unparalleled focus went into creating these items of extremely fragile 
cultural heritage from a large variety of materials. Many of the materials used are 
rarely seen in surviving examples of late medieval craftsmanship; their presence in such 
complex combinations makes the Enclosed Gardens a fascinating collection of mixed-
media creations. Exploring, contextualising and preserving these objects is thus both 
uniquely challenging and stimulating.4

Only recently have Enclosed Gardens, as a genre, come to be acknowledged and 
recognised as a worthwhile field of study. As they are typically seen as hybrid objects, 
they defy accepted terminology and conventions in research into medieval material 
devotional culture. In the 1990s, drawing on gender studies and the ‘anthropological 
turn’, Jeffrey Hamburger, Miri Rubin and Paul Vandenbroeck pioneered the effort to 
recontextualise the genre.5 Today, Enclosed Gardens are approached as multivalent 
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Figure 2.1  �Anonymous, Enclosed Garden with Calvary and Hunt on the Unicorn, 
mixed media, 1510–20, 124 × 158.4 × 33 cm. Mechelen, Museum Hof van 
Busleyden.

artefacts whose purpose lies somewhere between retable and domestic furniture. They 
most probably played a part in the nuns’ private lives as well as in communal life at 
the convent.6 Moreover, as they contain relics and a variety of ‘lesser’ remnants, such 
as stones, bones and even bags of sand, they may also be seen as shrines. Perhaps 
Enclosed Gardens can even be conceptualised as cabinets of curiosities whose contents 
convey the character and spirituality of the religious women who assembled them.7

In what follows, we discuss these gardens as a threefold type of horticulture:  
(1) a symbolisation of Paradise and a sanctuary for interiorisation (Barbara Baert); 
(2) a sublimation of the sensorium in reference to the making of the flowers (Hannah 
Iterbeke); and (3) as a complex conservation process (Lieve Watteeuw).

Paradise, Hofje, Sanctuary

The Dutch word hof means not only ‘court’ or ‘courtyard’ but also ‘garden’, and 
hence is associated with the archetypal paradise (Dutch paradijs), which in turn has 
semantic roots in the Persian language and culture: the (unattested) Old Persian word 
for paradise is paridæza, rendered in Greek as peri (‘around’) teichos (‘wall’).8 Thus 
hof means garden, and at once referring to the enclosed garden of the convent itself, 
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and more specifically to its inner courtyard – also known as the garden of paradise –  
where water spouts from a fountain and flowers bloom.9 Enclosed Gardens also, most 
importantly, refer plastically to the Song of Songs, in which a man and a woman 
express their desire for one another in the Garden of Love.10 The groom invites the 
bride and says (5:1): ‘I have come into my garden, my sister, my bride / I have gath-
ered my myrrh with my spice / I have eaten my honeycomb and my honey / I have 
drunk my wine and my milk.’

The Song of Songs was interpreted from the time of the earliest Church Fathers as 
an allegory of mystical love.11 Scholars identified the marriage between the bride and 
groom with the union between Christ and his bride Ecclesia. To Bernard of Clairvaux 
(1090–1153) the opening kiss of the Song of Songs – Osculator me (Let him kiss me) –  
was the mystical kiss and an image of Christ who has become man, the word that has 
become flesh. ‘Then, at last – with fear and trembling I say it – perhaps, then, we may 
venture to raise ourselves to that divinely glorious Mouth, not merely to contemplate 
its beauty, but even to enjoy its kiss,’ he writes in his Sermons on the Canticle of 
Canticles.12 As the bride of Christ, the spiritual woman could relate to such exegetic 
interpretations of the Song of Songs and its spiritual application within a mysticism of 
love.13 Artistically, too, the Song of Songs became her principal iconographic source,14 
including in relation to Enclosed Gardens, where feminine spirituality is veiled with 
flowers and sublimated into an intimate and highly personalised topos of love, with 
found objects serving as a mysteriously concealed catalyst.

The enclosed garden becomes a metaphor for immaculacy, purity and virginity, as 
well as paradise, where, prior to the Fall, all was perfect. It serves as a plastic pars pro 
toto for paradise and as a medium for interiorising this metaphor of purity. Enclosed 
Gardens provide a means for locating and entering the immaculate ‘place’ in one’s 
soul. In this sense, the genre ties in with the late medieval spiritual exercises described 
in certain sermons and now commonly referred to as ‘interior allegory’ on the one 
hand and as ‘virtual pilgrimage’ on the other.

The interior allegory is based on a mental technique whereby viewing a painting 
becomes like stepping into the (pictorial) reality and the spiritual experience of the 
interior.15 The vernacular texts describing the technique display an interesting affinity 
with the notions of a ‘room’ and a ‘garden’. The faithful are to project the lessons onto 
their own room, and to take its spare interior, furnished only with a bed, chair and 
candlestick, as a spiritual point of departure: ‘Near the bed is found peace and rest 
for the conscience; by the table penitence; by the chair a judgment of himself; and by 
the candlestick a confession of himself’ (De doctrina cordis, fifteenth century).16 Some 
sermons and instructions even go into detail with regard to the bed linen, the food on 
the table and the decoration of the space with flowers, as developed by Bernard of 
Clairvaux in relation to the Annunciation. To enter the room is to enter the mystical 
heart. Mary’s room, where the angel enters – and by extension where we enter – is 
described as having been decorated with pleasing flowers and herbs with a delicious 
perfume.17 Such descriptions are often intertextual references to the Song of Songs, in 
which the bride and bridegroom experience their love in a room.

In her book Virtual Pilgrimages, Kathryn M. Rudy presents a convincing case for 
her hypothesis that Enclosed Gardens, in their capacity as ‘interior allegory’, actually 
constitute a vehicle for undertaking a mental journey to Jerusalem (or, by extension, to 
any holy place), without physically travelling.18 Examples of such ‘virtual pilgrimages’ 
are found in a genre of manuscript in which holy places are visualised and described 



36  Late Medieval Enclosed Gardens

so that they could be ‘visited’ mentally. Enclosed Gardens can similarly mediate a 
spiritual journey to a physically unreachable destination, as one strolls through the 
garden and playfully searches for the natural objects hidden in the shrubs, and experi-
ences delight at whatever treasure one finds (a relic, a souvenir). Rudy writes: ‘To enter 
them visually is to be mesmerized by their dizzying array of flowers. To move in their 
first layer of interpretation is to penetrate the garden fence using prayer as a vehicle. 
Entering the box, the viewer enters the Holy Land on the scale of a dollhouse, an ideal-
ized microcosm of female enclosure.’19

Enclosed Gardens have their own creative horticulture: a continuum of growth, in 
which the actual creative process serves as the signifier: wrapping, turning, embroi-
dering, sewing, attaching, detaching, applying, weaving, clumping, tucking, tacking, 
crocheting, plugging, folding, rolling, etc. In short, in the universe of Enclosed Gardens, 
creative hands manifest themselves as subordinate and corporeal conduits of a deeper 
significance.20 Enclosed Gardens touch on an écriture that pays homage to decen-
tralisation, fragmentation, proliferation, fluttering contours and the ungraspable. 
Embroidering, bobbining, knotting, turning, enveloping and the entire semantic field 
constitute the corporeal variationes on what happens when fingertips come into con-
tact with threads.21 In the following sections we will focus on the making and meaning 
of silk flowers on the one hand (by Hannah Iterbeke) and on specific conservation 
problems on the other (by Lieve Watteeuw).

Silk Flowers, Triggers for Devotion

Some of the most remarkable elements of the mixed-media texture of the Enclosed 
Gardens are their silk flowers. These flowers can be studied as a pars pro toto for a 
better understanding of the production and function of the Enclosed Gardens. Who 
created these silk flowers? And what is their actual function within their devotional 
setting? Are they merely an iconographical reference to the paradisiacal garden of 
the Song of Songs or could they be triggers for a far more complex spiritual exercise? 
Generally, the flowers are considered the result of female devotional handiwork made 
within the walls of the convent.22 To get a more nuanced view on the making and 
meaning of these silk flowers – and the Enclosed Gardens – the possibility of male 
involvement as well as a commercial incentive must be taken into account.23

In his Die Kunstblume von der Antike bis zur Gegenwart (1957), Bruno Schier 
states that the art of making silk flowers can be attributed to both nuns and crafts-
men.24 Furthermore, the author argues that the production of silk flowers dates back 
to the Middle Ages. In this period, according to Schier, silk flowers were the result 
of Klosterarbeit mainly in Italy and were used to decorate altarpieces and statues of 
female convents. In a later stage these artificial flowers became a product for export.25

Consideration of two production circumstances for this sort of handiwork leads to 
possible answers regarding the making of silk flowers: the male craft of the passement-
makers and the virtuous labour of devoted women such as the beguines of Mechelen. 
Considering the technical difficulties related to the making of these flowers there were 
likely few people within Mechelen who had the technical knowledge necessary for 
their production.

The craft of the passementmakers dates back to the fourteenth or fifteenth centuries 
and was not represented by a guild. It is usually grouped with other crafts such as ribbon 
making or needlework but the categorisation differs in every city. The passementmakers 
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made all kinds of textile works, such as embroidery and ribbons. They may have even 
made silk flowers as seen in the Enclosed Gardens. Considering the fact that the sculp-
tures and painted panels were both made by male workshops, the flowers may come 
from a male production as well.26 The question of female involvement within the crea-
tion of these Enclosed Gardens then arises.

Although many of the objects included within the Enclosed Gardens were made by 
men, the creation of an Enclosed Garden as a whole likely involved religious women. 
An account of Margret of Austria, published by Alexandre Pinchart, tells us about the 
involvement of the well-known Gerard Horenbout, one of her court illuminators, in 
the making of a Jardinet Clos.27 For this assignment, Gerard Horenbout, who lived 
in Ghent at the time, had to stay at the sisters’ priory of Gallilee of Ghent. While this 
account does not prove that the sisters were actively concerned with the production 
of the Enclosed Garden, it does demonstrate a connection between the production of 
Enclosed Gardens and female religious orders, as if they were the ones giving spiritual 
meaning to the objects of devotion.

A second circumstance in which the silk flowers could have grown is behind the 
walls of the beguinage of Mechelen. These religious women were actively concerned 
with the production and sales of textiles.28 But the beguines of Mechelen also worked 
with silk, as proven by a painting of the activities of the beguines from the mid- 
sixteenth century (Figure 2.2).29 The painting shows how beguines made silk ribbons 

Figure 2.2  �Anonymous, View of the Court Béguinage of St. Catherine in Mechelen, oil 
on paper, 1500–1600, 114 × 150 cm. Mechelen, Museum Hof van Busleyden.
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even though ribbon making was a craft of the aforementioned passementmakers. The 
panel shows 46 compositions in which the lives and activities of the beguines are por-
trayed. Several scenes depict two sisters working with flowers, silk and embroidery. 
Inscriptions accompanying these scenes first explain the labour illustrated and then 
connect this labour with its spiritual reward. For example: ‘Sister are you busy, mak-
ing rosaries, work unto the virgins holy crown to reach.’30 Could they be working on 
the silk flower crowns as worn by the beguines during ceremonies or as those seen on 
the skulls of Herkenrode (Figure 2.3)?

The connection between physical work and spiritual labour can also be found as a 
topos within sixteenth-century devotional literature. It was believed that handiwork 
counteracted idle gossip and other sins. This labour thus protected the devout women 
from sin and helped them to cultivate their virtues and spiritual insights. The creation 
of silk flowers in the Enclosed Gardens can be understood as an active interpretation 
of the imagery in devotional literature, such as Thoofkijn van devotien or Den ghees-
telijcken boomgaert, which described the path of spiritual insights with the state of 
unio mystica as its final destination.31 The Thoofkijn van devotien tells us that Christ 
receives crowns braided from the virtuous flowers of his sisters.32

The connection between virtue and spiritual labour can be found in the figure of 
the Virgin Mary, the ultimate model for these women. The devotion to Mary led to 
imitatio Mariae, a practice in which the sisters imitated the labour and lifestyle of 

Figure 2.3  �Anonymous, Skull Relic of Herkenrode, mixed media, 1400–1800, 160 × 358 cm. 
Hasselt, Sint-Quintinuskathedraal.
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the Virgin. But this imitation was not one-sided. A religious folk legend attributes 
the making of silk flowers to the Virgin Mary. In this legend the Christ child asks 
for flowers, and since it is winter and there are no flowers, the Virgin starts making 
textile ones herself.33 The precise origins of this legend are unknown but it is possible 
that the story arose from the very activity of making flowers conducted by religious 
women instead of the other way around. By attributing this artistic practice to the 
Virgin, the religious women attained a level of imitatio Mariae. This legend suggests 
that the making of silk flowers can be seen as a spiritual labour and an act of love and 
devotion towards Christ.

The connection between the flower as motif and the silk flowers as a result of the 
spiritual labour of devoted women can be found within the notion of virtue. Flowers 
have several qualities, including colour, species and smell, that can carry meanings and 
give significance to the context in which the flowers are presented. There is an interac-
tion between the flower obtaining a meaning from its context and the flower adding 
meaning to this same context. The positioning of a white lily next to a statue of Mary 
Magdalene projects the purity it symbolises onto the sinner-saint Mary Magdalene 
in the Enclosed Garden (Figure 2.1).34 The connection between a virtue and a flower 
goes beyond the species of the flower. In the sixteenth century, a virtue can adopt the 
qualities of flowers. This adoption can be found in devotional literature in which smell 
plays a remarkable role. The virtues are described as sweet smelling. Therefore, relics 
of a perished but righteous saintly person are described as scented. However, not only 
virtue is sweet scented, for ultimate knowledge is perfumed as well. This scent can be 
perceived by the physical as well as by the inner senses. Beholding a flower with the 
physical senses can be a trigger for smelling the sweet scent of this same flower with 
the inner senses. It is this collaboration of the senses, or synaesthesia, that influences 
the gaze of the female devout beholding the Enclosed Gardens.35

The Enclosed Gardens of Mechelen evoke the relation between virtuous labour, 
flower, virtue, smell and relic. Considering the anamnestic capacity of smell, the flow-
ers in the Enclosed Gardens can remind the devoted of paradise and give insights into a 
higher knowledge that leads to the unio mystica. It is as if the smell of virtuous labour 
diffused by the silk flowers lifts the devoted up from the earthly material world into a 
paradisiacal, immaterial world beyond the Enclosed Garden.

Making and Keeping the Garden: Material Culture Reflected  
and Conserved

Just how many Enclosed Gardens were created in the late fifteenth and early sixteenth 
centuries in Mechelen and the Low Countries is unknown, as most were destroyed as 
the result of numerous religious and political conflicts from the sixteenth to the late 
eighteenth centuries. Certainly, the seven surviving horti conclusi in Mechelen are rare 
spiritual and material testimonies of a living tradition of the Augustinian hospital sisters, 
which escaped destruction thanks to the close involvement and protection of the com-
munity. Until the late twentieth century they were kept in the living space of the sisters 
as facets of their spiritual life. To the Augustinian nuns, the daily care for the ‘artificial 
gardens’ was a religious labour and responsibility.

To reflect on their material life and to gain knowledge of the sources, the creation 
and the exquisite craftsmanship of the Hofkens, an interdisciplinary research and 
conservation project was established in 2014 as a collaboration of the University of  
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Leuven – Illuminare – Centre for the Study of Medieval Art and the Museum Hof 
van Busleyden in Mechelen and the laboratories of the Royal Institute of Cultural 
Heritage in Brussels. Eight specialised conservator-restorers were appointed to treat 
the complex objects (2014–18).36

As described in the introduction above, the Enclosed Gardens are five-hundred-
year-old highly complex mixed-media ensembles of small artefacts in organic 
materials such as silk, parchment, paper, bone (human and animal), pipe-clay, wax 
and plant fibres. Inorganic materials are also used: glass, pearls, coral, semi-precious 
stones, crystal, gold, silver and brass wire. The Poupées de Malines are accompanied 
by more than three hundred clusters of silk flowers and vegetation in green, red, pink, 
white and orange. Each leaf of a flower or branch is a meticulous construction: a 
brass metal thread is wrapped with a primary silk yarn. These covered brass files are 
integrated in parchment slips to shape and curve them, and then twined around with 
silk thread to create the petals. Different shapes and colours are created to form dif-
ferent types of flowers, like roses and lilies. A group of ten to fifty petals are organised 
in a circular way around a core, and their metal supports are used to create the stem. 
Glass pearls, beads and quillings are added during the creation of the flower. The 
flower branches are pricked on the bottom of peat (turf) covered with green silk and 
placed in a skilfully made and sculpted wooden box of Baltic oak.37 The hundreds 
of flourishing elements creating the paradisiacal garden are attached to each other 
with extremely thin metal and flax threads and suspended through small holes in the 
primary wooden support.38

All these artefacts have suffered considerable natural decay during the last five 
hundred years. Their material provenance is straightforward: we see that the nuns 
cared for their ‘paradise gardens’ as they kept moving them to their new venues in 
Mechelen.39 Historic interventions reveal the nuns’ ongoing care for the objects: replac-
ing and overpainting missing statues (eighteenth century?), adding protective glass in 
lead (early nineteenth century?), rewrapping the brocade silk plant stems (paperollen) 
with linen (early twentieth century), redecorating the damaged backing paper (late 
nineteenth or early twentieth century) and fixing fallen artefacts with glue, nails and 
staples (mid-twentieth century).

Although the sanctuaries were protected with wooden shutters during daily life, this 
could not prevent considerable damage. The condition assessments, laboratory and 
imaging techniques (RX, colour measurements, fibre analyses, non-destructive Xrf, 
Reflectance Transformation Imaging and aging simulation) executed on the Enclosed 
Gardens and the artefacts in the retables reveal the extreme fragility of the ensembles 
(Figure 2.4).40 The plans for long-term conservation and preservation of these rare 
historic mixed media are being developed by a multi-disciplinary team of art histori-
ans, conservation and imaging scientists and conservator-restorers. The main aim is to 
document, research and conserve the ‘homelike shelter’ of these sleeping beauties in a 
scientific and engaging way for the next generations. The project will come to a con-
clusion in 2018 when the seven Enclosed Gardens will be on display in the renovated 
sixteenth-century Hof van Busleyden.

By Way of Conclusion: Framing a Nest

The Enclosed Gardens retain their distance by conforming to the familiar genre of the 
‘retable’, the ‘piece of furniture’, the Wunderkammer. The framing imposes a sense of 
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delimitation, indicating that Enclosed Gardens are not wild, unkempt slices of nature. 
This makes them horticulture indeed, and not wilderness – the latter actually being a 
deviant kind of spirituality compared with the garden. Second, the frame serves as a 
gateway through which the devotional purpose of interiorisation can be realised more 
efficiently.41 It makes the implosion of energy bearable. It soothes the appearance of 
the horror vacui of the Enclosed Garden. The element of scopophilia is retained in a 
streamlined cocoon; it is tamed by the frame. To borrow a term from Aby Warburg, 
one could say that the frame restrains the aspect of nomadische Bildlichkeit (‘wan-
dering imageries’); the frame fixes the gaze on the interior. (The opposite would be 
unbearable in the context of a horror vacui, where things would otherwise ‘fall apart’, 
and the centre would be ‘unable to hold’, to quote Yeats.)42 Third, in the case of 
Enclosed Gardens, the frame is not just a frame. In fact, an Enclosed Garden is more 
like a ‘room’, so that the frame is more of a box than a frame. And finally, the room 
can even be closed when not needed.

So might these Enclosed Gardens – on the basis of their content of curiosities and 
relics, their treasuring of precious pearls, their function as a homelike shelter, their tech-
niques of binding, knotting, sewing, gluing together, and finally the psycho-energetic 
and physical contamination with the makers’ body – not just as easily be referred to as 
‘nests’?43 The word ‘nest’ is etymologically related to the notion of an Enclosed Garden 

Figure 2.4  �Anonymous, Enclosed Garden with Calvary and Hunt on the Unicorn 
(X-Ray), mixed media, 1510–1520, 124 × 158.4 × 33 cm. Mechelen, Museum 
Hof van Busleyden.
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through ‘niche’. The French niche is most likely derived from the verb nicher ‘to build a 
nest’, which in turn comes from Latin nidicare or nidificare, from nīdus (nest).44 Hence, 
the spatial connotation of niche emerged through formal similarities with the most inti-
mate shell around something extraordinarily precious and fragile.

Gaston Bachelard (1884–1962) writes in his The Poetics of Space about the nest:

The philosophical phenomenology of nests is being able to elucidate the interest 
with which we look through an album containing reproductions of nests or even 
more positively, in our capacity to recapture the naïve wonder we used to feel 
when we found a nest. This wonder is lasting, and today when we discover a nest 
it takes us back to our childhood or, rather, to a childhood; to the childhoods 
we should have had. For not many of us have been endowed by life with the full 
measure of its cosmic implications.45

The dialects between forest love and love in a city room is between wilderness and a 
nest, yes, between nature and the Enclosed Garden. A nest is never young; we come 
back, it is the sign of return and of daydreams.46

‘Technical’ features of the nest also bring us close to the Enclosed Gardens, as we 
learn from Jules Michelet’s (1798–1874) observations on birds and their special skills 
and tools they handled for the making of their nest. According to Michelet: ‘a bird is a 
worker without tools. In reality a bird’s tool is its own body, that is, its breast, with which 
it presses and tightens its materials until they have become absolutely pliant, well-blended 
and adapted to the general plan.’47 A house built by and for the body taking form from 
the inside, like a shell, is an intimacy that works physically. ‘The form of the nest is com-
manded by the inside. On the inside the instrument that prescribes a circular form for the 
nest is nothing else but the body of the bird. It is by constantly turning round and round 
and pressing back the walls on every side that it succeeds in forming this circle.’48

Bachelard adds that ‘the female, like a living tower, hollows out the house, while 
the male brings back from the outside all kinds of materials, sturdy twigs and other 
bits. By exercising an active pressure, the female makes this into a felt-like padding.’49

The house is a bird’s very person; it is its form and its most immediate effort, I 
shall even say, its suffering. The result is only obtained by constantly repeated 
pressure of the breast. There is not one of these blades of grass that, in order to 
make it curve and hold the curve, has not been pressed on countless times by 
the bird’s breast, its heart, surely with difficulty in breathing, perhaps even with 
palpitations.50

Why is it worse for us to say that an angle is cold and a curve warm? That the 
curve welcomes us and the over-sharp angle rejects us? That the angle is masculine 
and the curve feminine? A modicum of quality changes everything. The grace of 
a curve is an invitation to remain. We cannot break away from it without hoping 
to return. For the beloved curve has nest-like powers; it incites us to possession, 
it is a curved ‘corner’, inhabited geometry. Here we have attained a minimum 
of refuge, in the highly simplified pattern of a daydream of repose. But only the 
dreamer who curls up in contemplation of loops understands these simple joys of 
delineated repose.51
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The nest is a swelling fruit, pressing against it limits. It is an expression of praise of its 
felt-like fabric.52 All this is the Enclosed Garden!

That is why the ultimate epistemology of Enclosed Gardens is the ‘state of expec-
tation’ and the slow action of hands that are wrapping, sewing, buttoning: the 
manuductus that takes over the choreography of the waiting and incorporates it. It 
testifies to a long tradition of work that does not focus much on the invention of new 
designs and topics but more on the growth of things by craft, thus resembling the 
creational spirit in nature. The textile craft of the Besloten Hofjes thus does not merely 
produce a passive container for divine power but actively binds it up.
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The Power of Things





3	 Knighted by the Apostle Himself
Political Fabrication and Chivalric Artefact  
in Compostela, 1332

Rosa M. Rodríguez Porto

On the morning of the feast of St James in 1332, at a time when the star of the shrine 
of St James seemed to wane, the interior of the Romanesque cathedral of Santiago de 
Compostela was turned into a stage for one of the most exceptional rituals ever per-
formed in Iberia – or anywhere else: King Alfonso XI of Castile’s knighting ceremony 
by the Apostle himself.1 Documentary records some months before attest to the sov-
ereign’s decision to organise his knighting ceremony, since he had asked for a special 
tribute from some of the cities of his kingdom in order to cover the expenses of the fes-
tivities.2 He had also sent some assistants to purchase luxurious textiles and swords in 
Avignon to enhance this display of royal grandeur.3 Yet, except for the Compostelan 
canons and those belonging to the closest entourage of the monarch, it would have 
been hard to ascertain what was going to happen.

The chronicle of his reign – written around ten years later than the events described –  
leaves the historian amazed and frustrated, unable to come to terms with the cer-
emony described. It is retold there how the king had spent the night in vigil, with his 
armour on the altar. At dawn on 25 July the archbishop said mass and blessed the 
weapons with which King Alfonso proceeded to arm himself in full plate armour. 
Then he girded himself with his sword ‘so he should receive them from no other’ and 
approached the statue (imagen) of Saint James that was above the altar until he was 
close enough to make it strike him on the cheek. And ‘this was this manner in which 
the King received knighthood from the Apostle Saint James’.4

It would be possible to raise doubts about the historicity of the whole story were 
it not for the fact that the striking imagen de Sanctiago mentioned in the text is still 
preserved in the royal monastery of Las Huelgas de Burgos, where it has been kept 
for almost seven centuries (Figures 3.1 and 3.2).5 Erroneously considered by some 
modern scholars as the ‘knighting device’ used by all Castilian kings according to a 
fanciful historiographic tradition going back no earlier than the beginning of the eight-
eenth century, this remarkable work went unnoticed until recent times.6 Peter Linehan 
deserves credit for having called attention to the unusual nature of the Compostelan 
solemnities and masterfully disclosing the political implications of this artefact, which 
should be regarded as a calculated response to the problem posed by the death of King 
Fernando IV in 1312 when Alfonso XI was still a little child: since his father had not 
been able to give him the accolade, how could the young monarch be knighted without 
compromising his royal authority in relation to his surrogate padrino (godfather) and, 
above all, without remaining bound to him by feudal homage?7
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For a king about to undertake what would prove the definitive military campaign 
on the Strait of Gibraltar and to mobilise the imagery of chivalry as a cohesive social 
force after decades of political instability, that was not a minor issue.8 However, the 
idea of dubbing himself – as the emperor Alfonso VII had done in the Galician basilica 
in 1124 or as King Pedro IV, el Ceremoniós, will later do at Zaragoza in 1336 – 
was out of question. Those subterfuges had been dismissed by his great-grandfather 
Alfonso X, the Learned King, who had stated in his Siete Partidas (c. to 1256–65) that 
it was mandatory to find another agent capable of conferring that dignity on the king.9 
Hence the crucial role, albeit brief and limited to the blow on the cheek, played by St 
James by means of his imagen at Compostela.

For sure, none would have disputed the apostle’s credentials as a warrior or his rule 
over chivalric matters. However, in order to wholly understand what was at stake for 
the Castilian king, more should be said about the other ceremonies that followed in 
Burgos that summer of 1332. There were other reasons indeed that accounted for the 
anxiety of Alfonso XI to have an impeccable knighting ceremony. The authority of King 
Sancho IV – Alfonso X’s second son and disinherited by him – and his descendants, 
Alfonso XI among them, had been under dispute ever since the death of the Learned 
King in 1284. After having recognised their rights in Alfonso X’s last will, the sons of the 

Figure 3.1  �The statue of Santiago del Espaldarazo is arranged for display in the 
exhibition Santiago: A orixe. Santiago de Compostela, Cidade da Cultura.
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deceased infante Fernando de la Cerda had been pursuing their claims to the Castilian 
throne for decades. So it was not unreasonable for Alfonso XI to consider the possibility 
of being formally crowned some years after his coming of age in 1325, in the hope of 
adding a surplus of ‘royal mystique’ to his not yet fully established figure.10

It should be noted that Iberian kings – and particularly Castilian kings – were not 
crowned but proclaimed by the highest ranks of the nobility after the death of their 
predecessors.11 Since, therefore, coronation was not common practice for Castilian 
kings, it was necessary to produce a proper Coronation Book (Escorial, MS &.III.3; 
c. 1328–31) wherein the diverse steps of the ritual were analysed in detail and 
accompanied by explanatory miniatures.12 As one of the oldest coronation books 
preserved and only comparable to the ordo made for Louis IX around 1250 (Paris, 
Bibliothèque nationale de France, ms. lat. 1246), Escorial, MS &.III.3 was remark-
able in more senses than one.13

Yet, as Peter Linehan has pointed out, the Libro de la Coronación was left unfin-
ished because it felt short of the king’s ambitions.14 In fact, analysis of the text of the 
Crónica de Alfonso XI reveals that several changes were introduced in the order of 
these ceremonies in 1332, beginning with the separation and relocation of anointing 
and coronation. Instead of taking place in Santiago de Compostela as prescribed by 

Figure 3.2  �Santiago del Espaldarazo. Monasterio de Las Huelgas de Burgos.
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the ordo, both rituals were performed at the Cistercian abbey of Las Huelgas, the 
very same place where Fernando de la Cerda had been buried. Other aspects, though, 
must have been defined after a careful scrutiny of the coronation of Alfonso IV of 
Aragón in 1328.15 On that occasion, the Aragonese king had crowned himself, an 
act of obvious significance that was replicated by Alfonso XI in Las Huelgas despite 
the fact that the Libro de la Coronación would have presumably prescribed a more 
orthodox imposition of the crown by the archbishop of Santiago.16 But, even if the 
Castilian king claimed his part in the interaction of regnum and sacerdotium as eagerly 
as his Aragonese counterpart, the definition of the remaining rituals was subtler in 
Burgos, not least because Alfonso XI had been proclaimed king of Castile more than 
twenty years before and had been acting on his own since 1327. In contrast to Alfonso 
IV – who had experienced these rituals shortly after his father’s death – neither the 
anointing nor the coronation was meant to change the status of the Castilian king.

As a result, the girding became the pivotal element in the Compostelan solemnities 
since it was the only actual rite of passage the king was to go through. In fact, the 
traditio gladii was loaded with meaning for Iberian kings due to the prominence of 
the sword among the regalia: for the ‘reconquering’ Iberian kings, it was deemed more 
important for defining the power and authority of the monarch than the crown itself.17 
Well aware of the consideration of kings first and foremost as conquering warriors, 
the author of the ordo – Bishop Raymond II Ebrard of Coimbra – had prescribed that 
the king was to take the sword from the altar himself. Nonetheless, the problem posed 
by the homage to the padrino remained until, in a stroke of genius, the arrangement 
of a ceremonial knighting by effigy was introduced for the sophisticated articulation 
of the ritual’s different elements. In doing so, Alfonso XI was also able to avoid any 
kind of ecclesiastical interference in an act that was deemed crucial for defining royal 
authority. On the other hand, the substitution of the ecclesiastical liturgy by a strictly 
secular or para-liturgical formulation of the knighting ceremony – with the pescozada 
(blow on the cheek) as the key element rather than the handing over of the sword by 
the bishop – would also have imprinted a more martial and lay tone on these solemni-
ties, in accordance with the chivalric ethos that the king was trying to promote with 
the creation of the Orden de la Banda (Order of the Sash).18 Last but not least, by 
creating a personal bond with the apostle, the king would have placed himself above 
Castilian society and, most specifically, at the apex of a knightly and aristocratic elite. 
As a result, this gesture would have contributed as well to the taming of the rebellious 
nobility after decades of internecine struggles, since many young members of the most 
renowned aristocratic lineages were to be subsequently knighted by the king in Burgos, 
and the bond then created would last until the end of Alfonso’s reign.19

However, the use of an articulated statue of the Apostle Saint James would have 
also evoked a constellation of disparate images in the minds of the viewers, bringing 
with them unexpected connotations and further problematising the perception of the 
knighting ceremony. Although I am persuaded of the plausibility of the precise politi-
cal interpretation I have tried to elucidate so far, as well of the careful re-elaboration 
of contemporary coronation ordines and recent solemnities attested by the Libro de 
la Coronación and the Crónica de Alfonso XI, I cannot but hesitate when it comes to 
assessing how this unusual ritual would have actually been regarded by the variegated 
audience gathered at Santiago. For that reason, in what remains of this article I would 
like to explore other possibilities in a sort of critical ‘deconstruction’ – the use of the 
term is not unwarranted in this context – of my previous research on the 1332 events. 
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I have tried to organise my observations along the three main divides mediated by the 
imagen de Sanctiago: image/object, effigy/icon and univocity/entropy. While the first 
of them alludes to the tensions present at the core of the statue itself, as a material 
artefact representing a saintly prototype in a particular holy environment, the sec-
ond delves into the analysis of the status of the articulated figure, which occupied an 
ambiguous territory in between the legal and religious spheres. For its part, the third 
section offers some closing remarks about the intelligibility of the whole ceremony, 
trying to disclose the effect provoked by those bewildering and contradictory features 
on the viewers.

Image/Object

The renewed emphasis on materiality has forced scholars to deal with works that, like 
the Santiago del Espaldarazo can hardly be regarded as a ‘disembodied image’.20 Quite 
to the contrary, this very corporeal figure seems to convey the presence of its saintly 
referent, even if the attention paid to its very physicality brought about striking revela-
tions when the sculpture was restored in 1993. According to Francisco Torrón, who 
was in charge of the procedure, the statue originally had been that of a Virgin with the 
Child later adapted to its new dedication by means of the addition of a beard, the re-
carving of the breast and hip areas, and the modification of the right hand holding the 
sword.21 ‘Gender-crossing’ suggests that the decision to enrol the apostle St James as 
padrino was not part of the original conception of the ceremony and that the imagen 
must have been adapted shortly before the event took place.22

Besides, a second consideration presents itself when thinking about the role of the 
statue in the Compostelan ritual and, more specifically, about its agency as ‘thing’.23 
As can be observed in photographs taken prior the restoration (Figure 3.2), the statue’s 
arms are articulated with mobile joints at both shoulders and elbows, although there 
is no mechanism allowing an independent movement of the limbs. This feature distin-
guishes the Santiago del Espaldarazo from automata such as the famous Virgen de los 
Reyes in Seville and helps to make sense of the strange phrasing used in the Crónica 
de Alfonso XI to describe the pescozada.24 When read carefully, the chronicle gives 
the impression that it was not the Apostle who dubbed the king, but Alfonso himself 
who came next to the altar and ‘made the statue strike him on the cheek’, to the point 
of blurring – and almost reversing – the distinction between active and passive roles.25

Nevertheless, in order to understand the precise nature of the interaction between 
king and statue, it would be necessary to begin by characterising the placement of the 
Santiago del Espaldarazo at the core of the liturgical space of the cathedral. Although 
the Baroque reforms have substantially altered the appearance of the main altar, 
late medieval depictions of the cathedral of Santiago such as those preserved in the 
Cartulary of the Hospital of St Jacques in Tournai (Tournai, Bibliothèque de la Ville, 
MS 27, fol. 1r; Figure 3.3) or the Flemish Altarpiece in the Indianapolis Museum of 
Art attributed to the Master of the Legend of St Godelieve (c.1500), allow us suppose 
that many elements of the original Romanesque shrine would still have been in place in 
1332. As in earlier times, the remains of the ancient apostolic mausoleum would have 
been kept hidden behind the altar (c.1105–6) and the retable (c.1137) commissioned 
by Archbishop Gelmírez – both in gilded silver – concealing the relics of the Apostle 
from pilgrims who normally would also have seen their access to the altar blocked by 
the high iron rood screen.26 They could only have gained admission to the confessio, 
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Figure 3.3  �Cartulary of the Hospital of St Jacques of Tournai, c.1489. Tournai, 
Bibliothèque de la Ville, MS 27, fol. 1r (detail).

a secondary altar open to the deambulatory that may have been already detached 
from the main altar by a wall, as attested by the aforementioned depictions in Tournai 
and Indianapolis.27 As a consequence, pilgrims’ attention would have been drawn to 
the enthroned image of Saint James with the tau-shaped crozier of the Compostelan 
archbishops, placed above the altar in much the same way as in a miniature from the 
so-called Tumbo B of Santiago (ACS, CF, 33; Figure 3.4). For medieval visitors, this 
polychrome granitic image would have been a symbolic token of the location of the 
apostle’s relics, so it should not come as a surprise that most of the devotional prac-
tices of the pilgrims were channelled to the statue, which would also have evoked the 
analogous representation of St James in the Pórtico de la Gloria.28

Effigy/Icon

In this context, the idea of having the articulated image of St James placed on the altar, 
side by side with the other enthroned statue of the Apostle – or even below it, as it may 
have been seen by people standing in the central nave – needs further comment. Albeit 
weird to modern eyes, simultaneous contemplation of these two divergent representa-
tions of the saint must have been the intended effect of the display, since a ceremony 
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of this kind would have been organised beforehand and with some assistance from the 
local ecclesiastical authorities. In fact, the pairing figures of St James represented as 
the Enthroned Apostle and as miles Christi had been established in Compostela since 
the thirteenth century, to the extent that in the almost contemporary Tumbo B the 
imago of the saint is depicted on the altar while the apostle himself defeats the rebel-
lious members of the commune in order to assert episcopal jurisdiction over the land 
of Santiago.29 The articulated statue would have also looked like a livelier and more 
active presence in comparison to the stone figure of the Apostle, although not neces-
sarily any more ‘supernatural’. The subtle distinction created between saintly remains 
and imago in the splendid reliquary donated to the Compostelan cathedral by Jacques 
Coquatrix in 1321 rather suggests that they both may have been considered as indexes 
of St James, whose relics were in close proximity to both representations.30

In this regard, the religious setting of this ceremony should not blind us to phenom-
ena other than those associated with cult (or miraculous) images, which constitute the 
usual frame for thinking about the agency of images in the Middle Ages.31 The fact of 
being an articulated statue did not made of the Santiago del Espaldarazo an animated 
image like of the almost contemporary Cristo de Burgos, intended to create the illu-
sion of a real presence.32 On the contrary, its very lack of artifice – the king had to  

Figure 3.4  �Tumbo B of the Cathedral of Santiago de Compostela, c.1326. Archivo-
Biblioteca de la Catedral de Santiago de Compostela, fol. 2v (ACS, CF, 33).
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manipulate it himself – would have been in accordance with the ultimate aim of the 
ritual: to solve the legal quandary posed by the un-knighted condition of Alfonso XI.

Both the political context that accounts for the whole ceremony and the relative 
straightforwardness of the formula chosen bring to mind the ‘Farce of Ávila’ (1465), 
when a statue of King Enrique IV of Castile was deposed of its regalia in a striking 
ritual that preceded the proclamation of his half-brother the infante Alfonso as new 
sovereign.33 As in Compostela, this apparently grotesque ‘theatre of politics’ helped to 
resolve a constitutional dilemma through the resource to a perfectly articulated notion 
of ius imaginum of the sort described by Ernst Kantorowicz in his The King’s Two 
Bodies. Whereas in 1465 a persona ficta (the effigy of the king) was meant to imperson-
ate a persona ficta (the royal dignitas), in 1332 an effigy of St James had to be crafted 
in order to impersonate the Apostle as patron and head of the Castilian chivalry.34 
Further proof of the interest in the Compostelan milieu of the uses of images as tokens 
for giving visual form to legal concerns is the seal used by the Archbishop Bérenger 
de Landore († 1330). There, the prelate is shown kneeling in front of what Serafín 
Moralejo defined as the ‘living icon’ of the Apostle (Figure 3.5), who is granting him 

Figure 3.5  �Second seal of Béranger of Landore. Archivo de la Catedral de Salamanca. 
Photo from: Santiago, Camiño de Europa: culto e cultura na peregrinación a 
Compostela, exhib. cat., Santiago, Mosteiro de San Martiño Pinario, July–
September, 1993 (Santiago de Compostela: Xunta de Galicia, 1993), 436.
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the tau-shaped crozier so closely associated with the Galician see. In the midst of the 
tensions between archbishop and commune, this gesture of traditio baculi would have 
metaphorically sanctioned not only the apostolic lineage of the Compostelan archbish-
ops, but also Bérenger’s secular rights over the Tierra de Santiago.35

Univocity/Entropy

From all the inconclusive evidence gathered here, it can be asserted that – despite its 
leading role in the ritual – any consideration of the agency of the articulated statue 
relies inevitably on the specific perception of the king’s own agency that, for its part, 
would have depended on the audiences’ greater or lesser awareness of the intricacies of 
Castilian politics, on their varying cultural education and religious sensitivity, or even 
on their precise location in a presumably crowded basilica for the great festivities of 
the Jubilee.36 What might have seemed inconceivable to French pilgrims, for whom the 
king was rex et basileus, could have reminded some English attendants of images such 
as those of the Milemete Treatise (Oxford, Christ Church, MS 92; 1327) where King 
Edward III receives his arms from an angel (fol. 5r) and the shield of England from St 
George (fol. 3r), as a sign of ‘divine approval’ and expression of the ‘special relation-
ship’ between king and national saint at the time of his knighting and coronation.37 
Therefore, although Alfonso XI may have intended to ‘cut an international credible 
figure’ with his knighting ceremony, I feel that his main target was a local elite, able 
to grasp this highly sophisticated re-elaboration of chivalric imagery and para-liturgy 
tailored to the king’s interests.38

Be that as it may, the explicit theatricality of the event must have captivated the 
viewers there gathered, regardless of the ambiguities posed by the use of the articulated 
statue or, perhaps, due to their very incertitude about the actual meaning of the ritual.39 
Without fully adhering to Alfred Gell’s notion of enchantment, I feel that the puppet-
like Santiago del Espaldarazo would have based its effectiveness, paradoxically, on 
its ability to confound the audience’s perception regarding the relative agency of the 
saintly prototype, the king and the image itself.40 Yet with this unresolved and entropic 
quality being both its virtue and its danger, it is not startling to find that the ‘knighting 
device’ was never used again nor replicated in any other form in the centuries to come.
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4	 Agency and Miraculous Images

Robert Maniura

Miraculous images appear to raise the issue of the agency of things in an acute form. 
They are man-made objects which are treated in ways analogous to human agents 
and are apparently credited with a capacity to enact change in the world either by 
acting on something else, such as a sick human body, or by transforming themselves. 
How are we to deal with such material? In a characteristically direct formulation, 
Richard Trexler proposed an appropriate starting point for study: ‘. . . it needs to be 
said that . . . no object . . . has ever been miraculous in either direction.’1 Trexler’s 
comment questions more than the identification of the agent. Implicit in his sceptical 
clearing of the ground is the point that images do not work miracles because miracles 
do not happen. The question is not just who or what is doing something, but quite 
what is being done. In the context of a discussion of agency, miraculous images are 
comprehensively problematic.

Take the case of the wall painting venerated as Santa Maria delle Carceri – Saint 
Mary of the Prison – in Prato which began to be associated with miraculous activity 
in 1484 and was enshrined in the celebrated church designed by Giuliano da Sangallo 
and begun in 1485.2 The foundation miracle of the shrine rests on the experience of an 
eight-year-old boy, Jacopino, who is said to have witnessed the Virgin Mary get out 
of the picture, a fresco of the Virgin flanked by Saints Stephen and Leonard painted 
above a barred window of the disused and ruinous town prison, and walk around in 
the prison vaults.3 That spectacular animation was never repeated, but in the early 
months of the new devotion the figure of the Virgin was allegedly observed by many 
to shed tears, open and close its eyes, sweat blood and change colour.4 It also became 
associated with copious healing miracles. The story of one such miracle, from a collection 
compiled by a local lawyer, Giuliano Guizzelmi, runs as follows:

On 15 September 1484 Francesco d’Andrea di Francesco Guizzelmi of Prato, a 
boy of two years and eight months, had had a severe fever continuously for two 
days and in that time had not eaten or drunk anything and had not spoken and 
slept continuously and lay in his bed as if dead. And fearing this illness, Andrea his 
father, and my brother, went to the Madonna delle Carceri and there vowed him 
to Her Majesty. And that boy was as said in bed as if dead and, at the time that his 
father vowed him to the Madonna, he suddenly came to and sat up in bed without 
a fever, healthy and liberated, and said to his mother standing there and weeping, 
‘Mamma, the Virgin Mary has healed me.’ And he began to talk and eat and drink 
as if he had never had any illness and was perfectly healthy and liberated. And 
lifted out of bed by his mother, he began to run though the house as children of 
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that age do, healthy and in good spirits. Seeing this, the said Andrea, his father, 
and his mother thanked God and the Glorious Virgin for such grace and miracle 
and afterwards they went to the Madonna and prayed and offered according to 
their consciences.5

The writer’s nephew was healed when the boy’s father visited the shrine and vowed 
him to the Madonna of the Carceri.

Guizzelmi frames the healing story in a wholly orthodox way. When the miracle 
is recognised, he has the boy’s parents thank God and the Virgin Mary. God is the 
source of healing power which is delivered on the intercession of his saintly mother. 
But the story revolves around an interaction with an image of her. What role is the 
image understood to play?

The orthodox answer is that prayers to the image are transferred to the saint 
depicted.6 It is, however, regularly questioned whether this nuance was either acces-
sible to, or informed the beliefs and practices of, most devotees. It is usually suggested 
that the devotees regarded the image as itself generating a sacred presence with the 
image effectively taking the place of the saint and that this image/saint was regarded 
as the locus of divine power. This was central to Trexler’s own approach in his pio-
neering study of the Madonna of Impruneta outside Florence: ‘in the supplicatory 
process . . . a practical identity existed between Mary and image . . . It was quite clear 
to the Florentines that they were praying to the image . . .’7 The efficacious image was 
a ‘valid, participatory intelligence’.8

This basic stance has found widespread support. In their wide-ranging study of 
miraculous images in Liguria, Jane Garnett and Gervase Rosser claim that ‘Evident 
in all miraculous image stories is an implied assumption that the divinity – usually, 
as we have seen, in the form of the Virgin Mary – is in some sense present in the 
statue or the painting.’9 This ‘real presence’ response, they acknowledge, embodies a 
tension: ‘The devotee knows the limitations of the image as a compound of natural 
substances, manipulated by human techniques. Yet he or she also understands this 
object to be inhabited by a divine presence.’10 Commenting on a fifteenth-century 
poem presenting the miracles of Santa Maria delle Carceri in Prato which plays upon 
this very tension, Megan Holmes suggests that ‘it is very probable, however, that 
many devotees experienced sacred immanence in miraculous images in ways that 
were more literal than that represented in the poem . . . as if the Virgin and Christ 
were not just manifest in their transfiguring material effigies but were physically 
embodied in them.’11

The Prato material quoted above can be taken to support this reading. The foun-
dation miracle has the Virgin Mary herself emerge from the image. In the story of 
Francesco Guizzelmi the boy’s father ‘went to the Madonna of the Carceri’ as if visit-
ing the saint herself and after receiving help returned to give the image/saint gifts in 
thanks. The child himself asserted that he had been healed by ‘the Virgin Mary’. Is the 
image, then, seen as an autonomous agent with the vowed child as the patient, in both 
technical and colloquial senses?12

Certainly the devotees behave in key respects as if the image were a sacred presence, 
but the unsatisfying thing about this approach is that it involves attributing to those 
involved conceptions which we, as Trexler highlighted, do not share. This unease has 
led others to seek alternative approaches. For Jason Gaiger:
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The central requirement of a theory of living-presence response . . . is to provide 
a means of accounting for actions that appear to attribute life or lifelike powers 
to objects such as stones, carvings, and paintings without having recourse to the 
problematic assumption that the participants have lost sight of the distinction 
between animate and inanimate things.13

Some commentators have implied that the participants did indeed succumb to cogni-
tive error.14 This attitude engages uncomfortably with the motif of deception which 
has been central to writing on mimetic art since the classical period when, however, it 
was employed in literary constructions which do not obviously purport to document 
the incidence of actual conceptions.15 The allegation of a related error, or the risk of 
it, is also involved in concerns about images in the Christian tradition: to worship the 
stuff of the image instead of God is to fall into idolatry. These ideological entangle-
ments make the assumption of error problematic. It is also not clear that attribution of 
error is plausible. The Carceri image is, for example, certainly a mimetic image in the 
Western tradition, and in the context of that tradition the identity of the holy figure is 
readily recognisable.16 But when it began to be associated with miracles it was already 
at least a century old and by the standards of the time its pictorial devices were not 
very sophisticated. Is it plausible to suggest that in the course of their devotions people 
‘mistook’ the picture for the Virgin Mary? Vivid and potentially disorientating mime-
sis is not obviously an issue.17

It is increasingly acknowledged that it is necessary to go beyond the perception of 
the object itself and consider the miraculous image as part of a much wider network. 
The central role of the devotee was already part of Trexler’s proposal and recent work 
has explored and expanded upon the dynamic interaction between the devotee and the 
image.18 The network comprises the physical elaboration of the shrine, as highlighted 
by Holmes, along with the rituals, both individual and communal, surrounding it, 
from the lighting of candles and the donation of other gifts to church liturgy and civic 
processions, and the narrative traditions, formal and informal, which articulate the 
site and object.19 This rich environment, what David Morgan calls the ecology of the 
image, also crucially engages the emotions and memories of the devotees.20

In terms of agency, this line of enquiry stresses the contribution of the devotee. The 
material and ritual network is a conscious and considered dramatic construction, delib-
erately initiated by the devotees themselves.21 The creative aspect of this environment is 
related to fiction: the devotees act out their devotion to the saint.22 Gaiger has pursued 
this parallel of engagement with fictional worlds and has suggested that we can find 
productive insights in the work of the philosopher of literature, Kendall Walton. The 
field of the avowedly fictional may seem somewhat distant from that of devotion to a 
miraculous image, as Gaiger admits, but the element of ‘play’ is acknowledged even by 
those who wish to stress the perception of presence.23 The issue is how far their perfor-
mance is understood to take the devotee. As Garnett and Rosser comment:

We would agree with the suggestion that there is an element of creative fiction 
or make-believe in the behaviour of devotees who willingly suspend disbelief in 
a real presence within the image. Yet if there is a degree of pretence at the outset 
of personal engagement . . . this is not, for many, where the process of interaction 
with the statue or picture ends.24
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I would like to reconsider the crucial juncture appealed to implicitly here: the climax 
of the devotee’s engagement with the miraculous image. As Gaiger suggests, Walton 
offers some considerations which can help to frame an approach.

Walton’s argument is based on a thought experiment about a viewer’s response to 
a science fiction film in which, in one imagined scene, a blob of green slime appears to 
advance, implicitly threatening the viewer. Afterwards the viewer says that he was ter-
rified.25 The parallel with the experience of a devotee at an image shrine is clearly not 
very precise because here the whole experience is of something avowedly fictional. The 
viewer has gone to the cinema to be entertained: there is no assumed belief in a real alien 
invasion which is represented in the film. At an image shrine, the holy person for whom 
the image stands and the idea of divine power are taken to be really existing things. The 
fictional element common to both is the presentation being viewed which is understood 
in both cases to be a man-made construction. What makes Walton’s thought experi-
ment promising is that it deals with a response involving heightened emotion.

The question, for Walton, is how we understand the viewer’s professed fear. In 
some respects Walton’s viewer responds as someone who is really frightened: adrena-
lin courses through his body, his heart rate increases, his palms sweat, and he tenses 
his muscles. But in other respects he does not behave like someone who is really fright-
ened. He does not, crucially, run away or try to warn others of the apparent danger. 
He remains in his seat and continues watching the film. Walton’s contention is that, 
even at the highest pitch of his involvement with the film, there is no point at which his 
viewer believes that he is actually in danger. At no point does he suspend his disbelief 
in the fiction.

Walton, indeed, questions what the suspension of disbelief could mean.26 If it 
means that at some point the viewer begins fully to invest in the reality of the depicted 
scene, then we would expect a fuller manifestation of fear, but that does not happen. 
Critically, this state of suspension cannot be understood as a momentary achieve-
ment insufficient to allow a full manifestation of responses. Our engagements with 
fictions, scary or otherwise, are sustained over long periods. If, on the other hand, by 
suspension we understand merely uncertainty then this cannot explain the behaviour: 
if the viewer is simply not sure whether or not the scene is real, real fear would still 
be the most appropriate response. For Walton, the idea of the suspension of disbelief 
is misleading.27 Rather, he proposes, the viewer’s involvement with the fiction is itself 
another fiction: ‘On my thesis we accomplish “decrease of distance” not by promoting 
fictions to our level but by descending to theirs . . . Rather than somehow fooling our-
selves into thinking fictions are real, we become fictional.’28 The point I wish to stress 
here is that Walton’s proposal challenges the idea of a tipping point in the response of 
a viewer to an image. If the viewer starts out aware that what is viewed is a fiction, is 
it plausible to suggest that even at a point of great emotional involvement it starts to 
be viewed as real?

The lack of precision of the scary film analogy is admittedly limiting. In particular, 
it is not clear that there is a tell-tale sign of the perception of a real presence in a devo-
tional context such as Walton suggests running away would be for the perception of 
the reality of something fearful. This is at the heart of the problem. Everything that 
the devotee does, it seems, is ‘as if’ the image were a holy person. However, the idea 
of a ‘willing suspension of disbelief’ is still problematic. If we allow that the devotee 
accepts the artefactual nature of the cult image, how are we to understand a shift 
to taking it as a holy person? There seem to be only two alternatives. The first is to 
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bring back into play the collapse into cognitive error that most commentators agree is 
implausible as a starting point, with the devotees, in Walton’s terms, somehow fool-
ing themselves. It is not clear that it is possible willingly to fool oneself, to decide to 
be deceived. The second is to question whether the willing suspension of disbelief is 
distinct from pretending. Can consciously deciding to take the image as a holy person 
be anything other than itself a creative fiction?

The proposal that the behaviour of the devotee at an image shrine remains self-
consciously a fiction admittedly seems unsatisfying. As Frank Graziano remarks of the 
implications of the church’s insistence on the distinction between image and sacred 
figure, were it observed in practice ‘the passion of devotion before images would be 
reduced to a form of improvised theater, a make-believe, an emotional performance 
for a mannequin when prayer could venerate more authentically. A prop recognized 
as such cannot inspire or accommodate emotional intensity; devotion wants its object 
to be real.’29 But does devotion get what it wants? I propose that we can find cases in 
which props do inspire high levels of emotional intensity. It all comes down to what 
the prop is taken to deliver.

The role of the image at the miracle-working shrine is seen in too polarised a way – 
as mere representation on the one hand or as real presence on the other. Images can be 
understood to have capacities which are not necessarily accommodated by these two 
extremes. Images can, for example, be understood as prosthetic devices, helping the 
viewer to see beyond the capacity of the unaided eye and, in some cases, enabling the 
viewer to see what is not physically present to them. Our own culture is very familiar 
with this idea in live television broadcasting and I propose that this can inform our 
thinking about miraculous images and the behaviour surrounding them.

The idea of live television coverage as prosthesis is especially forceful in the context 
of sporting events. To see the live television coverage is to be enabled to see the event. 
It is no real substitute for being there – it is not understood to be equivalent to being 
in the presence of the prototype – but it is taken to put the viewer in visual contact in 
a meaningful way. This is a very suggestive model for the force of the cult image. The 
image places the devotee in visual contact with the holy person. Pace Alberti, it is not 
that the image makes the absent present, but that it makes the absent visible.30

It is important that watching live television coverage not only allows the viewers 
to see the event, but also allows them to participate in it in a way that is emotionally 
involving. It has become commonplace to watch major sporting events on screens in 
public places and this is where the analogy with the image shrine becomes most pro-
ductive. At such gatherings the viewers/supporters shout their encouragement, sing, 
wave flags and scarves, cheer and weep, just as they would do at the match: they 
behave ‘as if’ they were present at the event itself. Here the prop, the viewing screen, 
is indeed capable of accommodating high levels of emotional intensity, and this even 
without any promised benefit to the ‘devotee’.

One reason for this capacity is that the view of the screen displaying the event is 
only part of the experience, which also includes interaction with the other people gath-
ered there. Those others witness an individual’s performance and their performances 
in turn inform and affirm it. The experience is a shared and mutually supportive one. 
Similarly, at an image shrine the viewer’s encounter with the image is only one element 
of a more complex interaction. Miracle stories routinely articulate a lively awareness 
of the communal nature of the experience in the devotee’s concern to communicate 
their story to others. Giuliano Guizzelmi’s collection of miracles of Santa Maria delle 
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Carceri in Prato has a significant number of stories in which the devotee is said to ‘pub-
licly announce’ their miracle.31 In some cases a stress is placed on the large numbers 
of people present to hear the testimony.32 In others there is a stress on the emphatic 
nature of the narration: Mona Catherina di Nicolò del Grasso of Querceto proclaimed 
her healing ‘in a loud voice’.33 In a number of the earliest dated stories, placed in 
August and September 1484, including that of Mona Catherina, the beneficiary of 
miracle was crowned with olive and processed to the established shrine of the Virgin’s 
girdle in the nearby church of Santo Stefano.34 In some cases the procession is said to 
be either witnessed, or participated in, by ‘all the people’. The visit to the shrine is a 
public performance. We should consider the possibility that the shrine image is indeed 
a prop. Just as there is nothing inherently special about the TV screens at the bar where 
people congregate to watch a sporting event, there is not perceived to be anything 
inherently special about the image at the shrine. What marks it out is the convention 
that has arisen that this is a good place to come to see the saint in the company of fel-
low devotees. The image acts as a focus and generates a supportive space in which one 
can perform one’s devotions. In an important sense the devotion at an image shrine is 
a form of theatre, but to propose this is not to render it trivial.

However, even if the image at the shrine is understood to deliver visual contact, 
like the screen at a sports bar, what apparently sets it apart is the association with mira-
cle. The devotees’ interactions at the Carceri, cited above, are from stories of miracle. 
Even if we allow the force of the devotees’ creative performances, how do we construe 
the devotees’ understanding of the outpouring of divine power and its relationship to 
the image?

It is important that in the cases in Guizzelmi’s collection cited above, the devotees 
announcing their miracles publicly at the shrine did so on arrival having obtained 
the miracle elsewhere in response to a vow.35 This phenomenon of the remote mira-
cle makes any straightforward understanding of the shrine image as the source of 
miraculous power problematic.36 Even if the vow is addressed to ‘Santa Maria delle 
Carceri’ and entails a visit to the shrine, can the image be construed as the agent when 
the miracle is achieved at a distance from it? Christopher Nygren has recently shown 
just how statistically significant this feature is for miracles associated with image 
shrines and has highlighted the implications for the issue of agency.37 If, as proposed 
above, we drop the assumption of the saint’s presence at the shrine, this diffusion of 
power is less perplexing: the saint’s power is not strictly localised just as the saint is 
not strictly localised.

Ultimately, however, miracle itself is not the clear cut issue that it might first seem 
to be. Take the story from Guizzelmi’s collection about his nephew Francesco, quoted 
above. The boy was sick. His father went to the Carceri, vowed him to ‘Her Majesty’, 
and the boy got better. What does the miracle consist in? There is no traceable process. 
The miracle lies in the votary’s conviction that a miracle has occurred. The parents 
judge that it is the vow to the Carceri that has been the decisive factor. Elsewhere I 
have proposed that miracle is the devotee’s redescription of the world to accommo-
date divine aid.38 Graziano puts the point succinctly: ‘Miracles are not events; they 
are interpretations.’39 The construction of miracle itself is part of the work that the 
devotees do.

This may sound like another form of self-delusion, but recent work in psychology 
has pointed to the potentially beneficial effects of such seeming passivity as a way 
of retrieving something positive from apparently hopeless situations. What has been 



Robert Maniura  69

termed secondary control, defined as the process by which people ‘adjust some aspect 
of the self and accept circumstances as they are’, has been shown to help in manag-
ing feelings of helplessness and assist in coping strategies.40 Deferring to an external 
authority, be it a health professional, a saint or a picture of a saint, is itself an action 
that can lead to the recuperation of at least a sense of control in adversity.41

The miraculous image can be understood as a device manipulated by the devo-
tee in making an accommodation with circumstances.42 This approach insists on the 
devotee as the primary agent, in Gell’s terms, but it does not deprive the image itself 
of agency.43 The image is not just a prosthetic aid to sight, but a tool of crisis manage-
ment which, when wielded, feeds back on the user, changing the user’s relationship 
with the world.44 The devotees interact with the image ‘as if’ with the saint in mutually 
supportive collective performances of hope, reassurance and consolation.

The image’s role in this network is by no means arbitrary. Images draw the eye: they 
are, as Gell argued, mechanisms of captivation and even entrapment.45 It is significant 
that many images associated with miracle, like that at the Carceri, were originally 
located outside in accessible spaces.46 We cannot know what the old prison in Prato 
looked like, but it seems likely that the wall painting of the Virgin and Saints was 
conspicuous. In the context of a given set of iconographic and devotional conventions, 
such images represented a ready devotional resource, ripe for exploitation by a com-
munity whose expectations were fed by news of similar activity elsewhere.

These remarks do not pretend to constitute a complete theory of response to mirac-
ulous images. I have engaged most extensively with the image’s apparent action on the 
devotees through miraculous healing but hardly at all with the miraculous transforma-
tions of the image itself. These transformations apparently challenge the interpretation 
advanced here by openly articulating the image as animated, but I suggest that they 
stand in a different and less immediate relationship to the devotee. In the case of the 
Carceri, the most spectacular transformation was Jacopino’s experience of seeing the 
Virgin get out of the picture and walk around. This transformation was, however, 
witnessed only by him and we have no direct access to that experience: the available 
accounts were written by other people. Everyone else involved in the cult encoun-
tered his experience, like us, as a story in circulation: it is something that articulates 
the site but is not part of a more general experience. The miracles of transformation 
which were reported to have a more general audience – the colour changes and eye 
movements – were of a much more limited kind and the available accounts of them, 
concentrated in the earliest months of the cult, evoke a purely visual engagement with 
crowds gathering to gaze at the image.47 My point in stressing Guizzelmi’s accounts 
of healing miracles, which are the exclusive focus of his book, is that his writings 
show that the perception of healing associated with the shrine was, by contrast, wide-
spread, long-lasting and, on the evidence of his own first-person testimony, something 
with which people felt intimately and actively involved. The enduring power of Santa 
Maria delle Carceri as a social phenomenon was experienced pre-eminently in terms 
of widely distributed healing.

The distinctions discussed here between creative fiction and perceived presence are 
perhaps too close to call on the available evidence. One can appreciate the suppleness 
of Trexler’s foundational proposal of ‘practical identity’ between image and saint: 
the behaviour of the devotee is the same whether we suppose that the devotee came 
to believe that the image was the saint or retained an awareness of it as an artefact. 
Indeed, I would argue that it is precisely the devotee’s actions and not the ontological 



70  Agency and Miraculous Images

status of their focus that is the crucial devotional issue.48 However, my purpose in 
contesting the idea of a perception of ‘real presence’ has been to argue that we do not 
have to assume this in order to make sense of what goes on at an image shrine. My 
lingering concern is that the real presence argument threatens to efface the image by 
collapsing the shrine encounter into an unmediated experience of the divinity. It seems 
to me more interesting to keep the image in play and consider how devotees used it 
to celebrate, plead with and cajole their tantalisingly remote saints. In a discussion 
of agency, the miraculous image challenges and extends our understanding of what 
people could do with images or make images do to them.
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5	 Agency, Beauty and the Late Medieval 
Sculptural Encounter

Peter Dent

There is a rich poetic tradition of granting agency to sculptural works. One of the 
most celebrated examples comes from early in the twentieth century with the sonnet 
‘Archaic Torso of Apollo’ by the German poet Rainer Maria Rilke. Written in Paris 
in the early summer of 1908, the poem was published in November of the same year 
as the opening piece in the second part of the New Poems, a collection dedicated 
to Rodin. Rilke had already written his famous essays on Rodin by this date and 
had worked as his secretary. The poem is as much about the French sculptor’s work 
and his ideas about sculpture as it is about the ancient mutilated statue of its title 
(Figure 5.1).1

Unheard – his unimaginable head,
its apple-pupils ripening. We have not known it.
But the torso still glows like a candelabrum,
in which his gaze, only screwed back yet,
just holds and shines. Otherwise the outline
of the breast could not blind you, and that tranquil
curve of the thighs send no curved smile
to that procreative centre of his line.
This stone would stand disfigured, marred, small
below the shoulders’ sheened fall
and would not glimmer like a predatory pelt;
and would not burst right through its confines, like
a star: for there’s no place in it
that does not see you. You must change your life.2

In the memorable final lines, the bust fixes the viewer with its many eyes and speaks 
an ultimatum: ‘You must change your life.’ The sonnet vividly captures the powerful 
agency of the object over the beholder. The poet articulates this agency by granting 
the headless torso the most expressive features of the face: the eyes and mouth. This 
extreme form of prosopopoeia can be found elsewhere in Rilke’s reaction to sculptural 
objects. In a letter to his wife, Clara, following his first encounter with Rodin’s work 
and collection in the house and gardens at Meudon, Rilke writes: ‘everything is full of 
the most wonderful antiquities that associate with his dear things as with relatives, the 
only ones they have, happy, when the thousand eyes in their bodies open, not to be 
looking out into an unfamiliar world.’3 The same thoughts, with the emphasis shifted 
to the mouth, recur in his first essay on Rodin:
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Here was a life-sized nude figure showing life which was not only equally great 
in every part but which was, as it seemed, everywhere endowed with the same 
sublimity of expression. What was expressed in the face, the pain and effort of 
awakening together with the desire for this awakening, was written on the least 
part of the body; each part was a mouth uttering it in its own manner.4

Across these three versions of the idea, an interesting shift occurs with the sonnet as 
its culmination. At Meudon, the prosopopoeia articulates the remarkable communi-
cation between ancient and modern sculpture across a temporal and cultural chasm. 
In the sonnet, that communicative force has been directed over the same gulf but this 
time towards a viewer. The final line of the sonnet – Du mußt dein Leben ändern – 
is particularly powerful in this respect. As has long been recognised, it rewrites the 
Apollonian injunction from the god’s major temple at Delphi: Know thyself!

In the sonnet, the agency of an object transcends its historical origins. Rilke is sug-
gesting that the modern viewer can still be provoked by the powerful agency possessed 
by this torso even though it is now dislocated in time and space from the cultural 
environment that gave it birth. Indeed, the power – the agency – of the work is com-
municated through a deliberately modern metaphor, the gas lamp whose glow is 

Figure 5.1  �Male torso from Miletus, marble, c.480–470 BCE. Paris, Musée du Louvre.
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turned down but which still burns. This juxtaposition of ancient and modern is very 
much to Rilke’s point, not least because it is framed by the implicit juxtaposition of 
the ancient work with Rodin’s sculpture.

In other words, Rilke is at one level making an important if obvious point, one that 
raises fundamental if familiar questions for a history of the agency of things: what 
happens when we put agency in the past? Every effort at art history, for example, 
grapples at some level with the persistence of the past in the present and will struggle 
with the difficulties of returning the art object to its previous life in a manner that will 
not leave it entirely stranded in the ‘here and now’ like a foreign body, that is to say 
like a curiosity made for other people in other places on whom it had an effect that we 
can talk about but only experience with difficulty. However, when we recast our art 
historical interest in terms of agency, the potential dynamism of the model raises such 
problems in a more acute fashion. If we are to historicise agency, for example, does 
this simply mean historicising the object by restoring it to a context where its agency 
first operated or, in more radical fashion, do we need to historicise the general model 
of agency itself? Do we disregard any agency the object possesses in the present or do 
we take that as an indication of its former power? Will that agency have changed over 
time and, if so, how? And so the questions multiply.

There are many routes through these issues but Rilke offers one possible point of 
departure if we follow him to the source of his imagery.5 The idea of an eye-studded work 
can almost certainly be traced back to a passage from Hegel’s Lectures on Aesthetics:

Now as the pulsating heart shows itself all over the surface of the human . . . body, 
so in the same sense it is to be asserted of art that it has to convert every shape in 
all points of its visible surface into an eye, which is the seat of the soul and brings 
the spirit into appearance . . . so . . . art makes every one of its productions into 
a thousand-eyed Argus, whereby the inner soul and spirit is seen at every point.6

Hegel’s striking image of the work of art as Argus caps the opening paragraph of the 
section entitled ‘Beautiful Individuality’ with which he begins his discussion of ‘The 
Beauty of Art or the Ideal’. The agency of Rilke’s torso is the agency of the modern, 
supremely expressive work of art that can communicate even through the abstrac-
tions of its multifaceted surface, and this communicative transparency is nothing less 
than a revelation of ideal beauty. In the context of the sonnet, the shining through 
of beauty that ‘burst[s] right through its confines, like a star’ is entirely appropriate 
to Apollo, the Sun God and most beautiful of the male deities. In other words, Rilke 
implicitly indicates that one way of articulating the agency of an object is to name 
that power ‘beauty’.

*

It might seem like a reactionary step to offer aesthetic beauty as one way of defining 
the agency of the work of art. As a discipline, recent art history has tended to avoid 
beauty as an analytical term because of the relative value judgements that it inevitably 
entails.7 The definitions of beauty are culturally and historically specific. While past 
standards of beauty are of interest to art history, the impact of beauty – however 
defined – on the art historian in the here and now is most often tactfully set to one 
side. Beauty is even more taboo in recent discussions of agency within the discipline, 
many of which take Alfred Gell’s work as a point of departure. In the essay ‘The 
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Technology of Enchantment and the Enchantment of Technology’, Gell is blunt in his 
rejection of aesthetics as a meaningful approach to the anthropology of art: ‘I continue 
to believe . . . that the first step which has to be taken in devising an anthropology of 
art is to make a complete break with aesthetics.’8 He advocates the cultivation of a 
‘methodological philistinism . . . an attitude of resolute indifference towards the aes-
thetic value of works of art – the aesthetic value that they have, either indigenously, or 
from the standpoint of universal aestheticism.’9 Indeed, this is a necessary step towards 
‘the ultimate aim of the [anthropology of art] the dissolution of art’.10 Although Gell 
was somewhat less explicit in his rejection of art and aesthetics in Art and Agency, the 
opening chapter is in part an expansion of this same theme.11

Such assertions are problematic for any suggestion that beauty is a form of agency 
given that the nature of beauty is a central concern of aesthetic theory. Gell’s rejection 
is twofold. First, he is opposed to aesthetics as an analytical framework in so far as it 
seals art from other spheres of cultural activity, preserving it as a special category of 
object. In other words, this is aesthetics after Kant in which aesthetic beauty is defined 
as something quite different from everyday beauty.12 Although Gell does not spell it 
out, the ‘disinterested’ nature of the experience of aesthetic beauty is a problem for 
the type of object-mediated agency that Gell develops. If art has nothing to do with 
the gratification of our desires then it can hardly function as an effective trap in the 
way he envisages.13 At a second level, his rejection concerns the historically specific 
discussion of aesthetics undertaken by art historians, whose representative within Art 
and Agency is Baxandall and his period eye.14 Gell has no desire to undertake the 
anthropological equivalent, that is to explore culturally specific definitions of art. His 
ambition in Art and Agency is to establish for the anthropology of art the kind of 
universal reach previously claimed by aesthetics itself.

And yet, no sooner is aesthetic beauty eliminated than beauty itself as a defining 
quality of the art work floods back in. This is most obvious in the earlier essay on 
the technology of enchantment: ‘A major deficiency of the aesthetic approach is that 
art objects are not the only aesthetically valued objects around . . . but art objects 
are the only objects around which are beautifully made, or made beautiful.’15 In 
rejecting aesthetics, Gell also admits the risk of losing ‘the capacity of the aesthetic 
approach to illuminate the specific objective characteristics of the art object as an 
object’.16 The way in which Gell places the object at the heart of his theory of agency 
is one of the elements that has attracted art historians to his work, even if the so-
called Gellograms threaten sometimes to become substitute objects within the text. 
And yet, Gell also recognises a danger here. In dealing with the object, we must 
not succumb ‘to the fascination which all well-made art objects exert on the mind 
attuned to their aesthetic properties’.17 In other words, there is an ambivalence in 
Gell’s work towards aesthetic value.

We can see the same ambivalence emerge in a small number of places in Art and 
Agency where the possibility of the ‘aesthetic’ as a form of agency surfaces. Most 
notably this occurs when Gell introduces the fundamental core of the art nexus, the 
relationship between the Index-agent and the Recipient-patient. As Gell puts it: ‘This is 
the elementary formula for passive spectatorship . . .. Whoever allows his or her atten-
tion to be attracted to an index, and submits to its power, appeal, or fascination, is a 
patient, responding to the agency inherent in the index.’18 Gell then goes on to note: 
‘This agency may be physical, spiritual, political, etc. as well as “aesthetic”.’
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The subsequent discussion offers the example of a warrior’s shield decorated in 
such a way as to terrify and demoralise the enemy. In Gell’s view, the designs produce 
terror ‘because, submitting to their fascination, we are obliged to share in the emotion 
which they objectify . . .. The Asmat shield is a false mirror, which seems to show the 
victim his own terror.’ Gell then substitutes a more familiar European work of art for 
the shield: ‘Like the famous trompe-l’oeil image (by Parmigianino) of the Medusa’s 
head in the mirror of Perseus (in the Uffizi gallery) the shield terrifies by persuading us 
that we are what it shows.’19 There is a fascinating slip in this sentence that no doubt 
would have been corrected (or possibly unpacked) had Gell lived to thoroughly revise 
the typescript himself, but a slip which is revealing nevertheless. The Uffizi Medusa is 
by Caravaggio, but Parmigianino of course did produce a circular ‘mirror-image’, the 
celebrated Self-portrait in a convex mirror (Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna, oil on 
panel c.1524). The apparent elision of the Medusa and the self-portrait in Gell’s mind 
is understandable in the context of the point he is making, and Gell swiftly moves on 
without pausing to consider his choice of image any further. However, the Medusa 
and the self-portrait bear further attention, particularly in the context of thinking 
about aesthetic agency.

At first glance, we might wonder what if anything the horrific figure of the Medusa 
has to do with the question of beauty as a type of agency. However, there is a tra-
dition running through the medieval period and on into modernity of interpreting 
Medusa’s power as a type of exterior beauty so entrancing that it captures (and 
petrifies) the viewer without hope of escape.20 In other words the Medusa possesses 
a beauty that results in an ideal ‘passive spectatorship’, one frozen forever in contem-
plation of the index. The same can also be said of Parmigianino’s Self-portrait. It is 
generally accepted that Parmigianino was playing here with the myth of Narcissus, 
identified as an origin story for the art of painting itself by Alberti in Della pittura. 
In Ovid’s version of Narcissus’s tale, the beautiful youth falls under the spell of his 
own reflection so profoundly that – like the victim of Medusa – he too is petrified 
by the sight: ‘He lay on the ground, perfectly still, like a statue carved from Parian 
marble, staring at his mirror image, himself amazed at himself.’21 In other words, 
fascination with one’s own beauty also produces ‘passive spectatorship’, equally 
frozen in contemplation of the index: Narcissus ‘never got his fill of gazing, and 
perished through his own eyes.’22 In this sense, both images – the one intended by 
Gell, the other accidentally invoked – present the aesthetic agency of the object 
as paradoxically static. Indeed, the static nature of the fascination that the object 
itself generates (and not the agency working through it) is characteristic of Gell’s 
attitude towards the art work: ‘Every work of art that works is like . . . a trap or a 
snare that impedes passage; and what is any art gallery but a place of capture, set 
with . . . “thought traps”, which hold their victims for a time, in suspension?’23 But  
suspension – or petrification – seems an overly reductive way of describing the power 
of objects (indexes) to shape a dynamic experience that depends upon their medial 
qualities and which evolves throughout the duration of their hold over the viewer’s 
(recipient’s) attention. Gell escapes the disinterested viewer of modern aesthetics 
only to immobilise the viewer as a passive spectator. Beauty in Gell’s model is not at 
all the injunction radiated by Rilke’s antique torso – Du mußt dein Leben ändern – 
that the viewer needs to change.

*
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One way of addressing the strange lack of dynamism at the heart of Gell’s model of 
agency is to draw on a pre-modern way of articulating the role of beauty as a funda-
mentally dynamic property of the object. This pre-modern alternative to post-Kantian 
aesthetics will be introduced first through a text, Dante’s Commedia, in which sculp-
tural images fascinate a viewer.24 Like Rilke’s sonnet, the beauty of these images 
is made manifest as both light and speech. This sculptural encounter occurs as the 
Dante-character enters the first of seven ledges on the mountain of Purgatory. In the 
present context, it is important to note that Purgatory is a realm expressly concerned 
with the possibility of change that lies between two other realms – Hell and Heaven – 
that are fundamentally unchanging. The inhabitants of Hell and Heaven are already 
damned and blessed, but the penitent sinners in Purgatory are still journeying towards 
their salvation. Karlheinz Stierle has argued, for this very reason, that Dante dwells 
in Purgatory on the nature of the different arts because of the power of artworks to 
generate change in their audiences.25 Indeed, before the Dante-character meets any of 
the repentant sinners, the first thing he encounters are works of art, three sculptural 
reliefs depicting the Annunciation, David dancing before the Ark, and Trajan and the 
Widow. Each image represents an act of humility. At one level, the purpose of these 
works is to reform those purging the sin of pride on this terrace of the mountain. 
In this respect, it is noticeable that the Dante-character’s experience of the reliefs is 
framed by a shift in agency. When he arrives on the ledge, he is the active partici-
pant, the agency lies with him. This is captured through the dramatic power of his 
sense of sight: his eye runs as far as it can wing its flight [e quanto l’occhio mio potea 
trar d’ale, Purg. X: 25]. The ancient extramission model of vision in which the eye 
emits a ray of light articulates his freedom to act. But in front of the final relief in the 
sequence of three, extramission switches to intromission as light from the relief pours 
into his eyes, illuminating him in all senses of the word. Here Dante deliberately 
uses a passive construction: ‘shone white on me’ [mi biancheggiava, Purg. X: 72; my 
translation]. In other words, agency belongs to the object. It is after looking at this 
last relief that Dante understands the more fundamental purpose of the images, to 
keep him moving in the right direction towards the ultimate object of his desire, God. 
Indeed, Dante’s reliefs are effectively saying to the Dante-character and the penitent 
sinners exactly what Rilke’s torso says: You must change your life! And like the star 
burst that heralds Apollo’s presence in the sonnet, the diffusion of light from the relief 
points back to God.

But Dante’s text offers something more substantial. The sculptural encounter is 
integrated into a fully developed vision of the world, a world through which a viewer 
travels, a viewer who is constantly shaped and changed, even at an existential level, by 
his encounters, of which the sculptural reliefs are only one. However, the episode with 
the reliefs gives us a special insight into the type of agency that objects and not just souls 
possess in this otherworldly realm. The opening description of the viewer’s agency as 
expressed in his extromissive sight is lifted directly from Augustine’s Confessions and 
it occurs at a crucial point in that text, just as Augustine begins to search for God in the 
world around him.26 This search becomes an interrogation: ‘And what is the object of 
my love? I asked the earth and it said: “it is not I.”’ Augustine puts the same question 
to the sea, to living creatures, to the elements, to the sun, moon and stars and they cry 
out with a great voice, ‘We are not your God, look beyond us . . .. He made us.’ The 
interrogation complete, he concludes with these words: ‘My question was the atten-
tion I gave to them, and their response was their beauty.’ In other words the voice that 
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conveys the force of their agency is their beauty. Augustine’s experience operates like a 
dialogue. He asks; the objects answer and in turn offer an injunction: ‘We are not your 
God, look beyond us.’ This is certainly, as I have argued elsewhere, one of the levels 
at which Dante’s description of the sculptural reliefs on the Ledge of Pride is operat-
ing. By way of confirmation, within the poem, immediately after the reliefs have been 
viewed, they are called ‘visible speech’ [visibile parlare, Purg. X: 95].

Dante’s visible speech, rooted in Augustine’s beauty as voice, which in turn is rooted 
in pre-Christian philosophy, offers a historically grounded way of talking about the 
agency of things that is also compatible with the type of model developed by Gell in 
so far as it has nothing to do with disinterested aesthetic contemplation. The beauty of 
the work of art is a call to which the viewer must respond.27 Moreover, it supplements 
Gell’s model of beauty as entrapment or enchantment by offering a more dialogic 
and existential experience of beauty. This is beauty as the rhetorical character of the 
work. Mary Carruthers has recently argued that the discussion of beauty in medieval 
works of art can be usefully refocused through the vocabulary of style employed in 
rhetoric. 28 This rhetorical character, manifest in the aesthetic qualities of the object, is 
designed to act as a persuasive force on the viewer. As such, it can be understood as a 
form of agency: ‘In rhetorical analysis, an artefact has direct agency as it offers means 
of persuasion, and persuasion is an action, a process not a state.’29 Augustine’s words, 
quoted above, are particularly apt here: the viewer’s attention is a question and the 
object’s aesthetic qualities are a response. Once this dialogue is underway, the work 
leads the viewer on a journey.30 The idea of visible speech, of beauty as a voice, dove-
tails very neatly with the conceptual framework advanced by Carruthers.31 Indeed, in 
the passage from the Commedia we see exactly this type of dialogue evolve through 
the Dante-character’s experience, once his attention has been captured by the reliefs. 
As his eyes rove across the images [‘I turned my eyes’: ‘mi mossi col viso’, Purg. X: 49], 
new features engage his interest [‘I saw behind Mary . . . another story carved in the 
rock’: vedea / di retro da Maria . . . / . . . un’altra storia ne la roccia imposta, Purg. X: 
49–52], and he moves towards them [‘I crossed beyond Virgil and drew near it, so that 
it would be wholly before my eyes’: per ch’io varcai Virgilio, e fe’mi presso, / acciò che 
fosse a li occhi miei disposta, Purg. X: 53–4]. This is a wonderfully realised description 
of a dynamic encounter in which the beholder is drawn into a medially specific interac-
tion with a sculptural object.

With that in mind, I would like to conclude by briefly considering some late medi-
eval sculpted crucifixes. Like Rilke’s image of Apollo, such works represent a deity. 
They are undoubtedly intended – even though they are images of an abject and tortured 
body – as beautiful objects of desire.32 Fundamentally, they are designed to provoke 
change in the viewer, from the pride of sin to the humility of repentance (like Dante’s 
reliefs). Even at the simplest level we can see how this injunction to change is achieved 
through their medial and formal properties. Indeed, focusing narrowly on a descrip-
tion of the type of formal visual qualities that have traditionally been discussed in a 
rather static fashion, it can be argued that such qualities could usefully be redescribed 
as a kind of visual speech, especially when they coalesce in a particular way that  
captures the attention and appears to require a response of some sort.

Images of Christ crucified on the cross not only offer an intense version of dia-
logue between beholder and object, but also an opportunity for such dialogue that was 
widely available to late medieval viewers of all types. This means that they can func-
tion as paradigmatic examples in this period of the idea of beauty as a call that invites 
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a response. Dialogue is embedded within the encounter at various levels. There is the 
literal dialogue of the words Christ speaks from the cross before he dies. Standing by 
the foot of cross, the late medieval viewer was increasingly encouraged to enter imagi-
natively into the experience of the original witnesses at the crucifixion, figures such 
as Mary, John, Mary Magdalene and Longinus. Indeed, dramatic re-enactments of 
the Passion might involve sculpted crucifixes playing the role of Christ alongside live 
‘actors’ who carried on a dialogue in speech and gesture with the object.33 This literal 
dialogue is supplemented by a more generalised habit of addressing the crucifix with 
prayer. Such prayers were not just directed at Christ’s face but also at his wounds.34 
Miracle tales offered the possibility that such prayer might be answered by the image 
itself. At the end of the thirteenth century, for example, Fra Giacomo Bianconi of 
Bevagna commissioned a sculpted crucifix and prayed to it for a sign of his salvation. 
The crucifix immediately replied – ‘let this be a sign’ – before spurting blood and water 
from its side wound onto his lips.35 But beyond these cases of spoken dialogue, the late 
medieval image of Christ’s crucified body also takes on an increasingly ‘rhetorical’ 
character. The detail of many of the most grotesque sculpted crucifixes that spread 
throughout Europe during the fourteenth century was supplied by the prophetic 
speech of Old Testament scripture. Passages from books such as Isaiah, Lamentations 
and Psalms were read as descriptions of Christ’s suffering during the Passion, legiti-
mating a multiplication of wounds, for example, across his entire body.36 These texts 
were also those read out in the Easter liturgy, when images of Christ on the cross were 
a particular focus of attention, or built into the dramatic performances staged during 
Easter Week.37 Viewed in this way, the devotee not only clothes the body of Christ 
with prayers, but that body itself is already patterned with the words of Scripture. The 
idea of Christ’s wounds, for example, as orifices that ‘speak’ as well as bleed provides 
one way of interpreting several fourteenth-century crucifixes that incorporate a formal 
alignment between the mouth and the side wound.38 A particularly striking crucifix of 
this sort, attributed to the Italian sculptor Marco Romano, survives at Colle di Val 
d’Elsa.39 To Christ’s right, the viewer is greeted not only by Christ’s direct gaze as he 
cries out, but also by the aperture of the side wound, complete with ‘lips’, that gapes 
in imitation of the open mouth above (Figure 5.2). The formal parallel extends into 
the body the sense of dialogue established by the face. Crucially, in such cases the con-
nection forms a bridge from literal dialogue with Christ into a visual dialogue offered 
by the formal qualities of the object. Indeed, the crucifix becomes a place where such 
a relationship can be learned and enjoyed without the explicit apparatus of theology 
that underpins the examples drawn from Dante and Augustine. The injunctions to pay 
attention to the Crucifix, to fix your gaze upon Christ’s body, to read it and to address 
it with prayer or with words supplied by scripture were all delivered in vernacular 
sermons and texts.40 In other words, viewers approached images of the crucified Christ 
with an expectation of dialogue operating at various levels. Even approaching such 
objects with the focused attention of the art historian rather than the devotee, the 
changing intensity of the formal address allows us to hear elements of this dialogue on 
our journey around and through the sculpture.

Two indicative examples in which the rhetorical beauty of the formal elements dif-
fers in both power and address can serve to demonstrate this point. The first contains 
something like a visual shout, a feature that is hard to miss, although its presence is not 
initially apparent because it is only discovered during the course of the encounter. The 
sculpture in question is a polychromed wooden crucifix originally from Sant’Aniello a 
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Caponapoli in Naples, probably dating to the early fourteenth century (Figure 5.3).41 
Seen from the canonical frontal view – the starting point for any interaction given 
that it is the one most available from a distance – the work addresses the viewer in 
an entirely unremarkable fashion. But sculptural objects – as the Dante-character in 
Purgatory demonstrates – contain multiple angles of view. Once our attention is cap-
tured and we begin our journey through the work, approaching, perhaps in the hope of 
opening up an opportunity for literal dialogue by moving into a location where we can 
look Christ’s bowed head full in the face, we arrive eventually at a view from below. In 
this subordinate position, a formally elaborate, almost baroque swirl of drapery calls 
to the beholder with sudden rhetorical directness (Figure 5.4). This flourish pulls our 
attention up towards the next stage of the encounter as we see that Christ’s eyes are 
open and now, along the same axis, the bleeding side wound also comes into focus in 
a way that reconfigures the drapery fugue as an extension of the flow of blood. The 
second example is more subtle but, coming to it primed by the directness of the Naples 
crucifix and the formal strategy adopted there, the expectation of a possible dialogue 
helps to focus interrogation of the object (our attention) in the appropriate location. 
In this case, the work is a slightly earlier crucifix attributed to Giovanni Pisano now 
in the church of San Nicola in Pisa (Figure 5.5).42 Again, the frontal canonical view is 

Figure 5.2  �Marco Romano, Crucifix, detail, polychromed wood, second decade of the 
fourteenth century(?). Colle di Val d’Elsa, Museo Civico e Diocesano.



Figure 5.3  �Italian sculptor, Crucifix, polychromed wood, fourteenth century. Naples, 
Santa Maria di Constantinopoli.

Figure 5.4  �Detail of Figure 5.3. 
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interesting but not dramatically different from the previous example. This time, the 
path through the work is also more complex: there are interesting features to both left 
and right that develop in formally engaging ways as we approach. However, following 
the same desire as at Naples to locate the zone where we can look up at Christ’s face 
in order to open up the possibility of literal dialogue, we are led to the left where a set 
of delicate formal correspondences begins to emerge and then crystallises (Figure 5.6). 
The curved swags of cloth that run out across the knees mirror the arch of the rib cage. 
The lappets hanging down across the thigh pick up the flow of blood from Christ’s side 
wound. Even the intersection of pectoral muscle and armpit finds its echo in a kink 
along the upper edge of the loin cloth. These formal resonances are less dramatic than 
at Naples but once again – if our question is our attention – they offer a structured 
response to the viewer that raises the level of dialogue between subject and object to a 
heightened state at this particular location. Again, at the centre of this view are the side 
wound and Christ’s face with its open eyes and mouth: the formal correspondences 
framing this approach are an extension of the dialogue these representational features 
collectively imply.

In both of these crucifixes, once the formal address to the viewer is identified we can 
begin to think about what kind of question is being asked.43 In each, the visible beauty 

Figure 5.5  �Giovanni Pisano, Crucifix, polychromed wood, c.1300. Pisa, San Nicola.
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serves to sustain attention around Christ’s face and his side wound. We can speculate 
further about the liturgical circumstances that might lead a viewer to such a location 
and what kind of culturally specific response the dialogue might have elicited.44 But 
even without that knowledge we can still hear the call and, as with Rilke’s torso, feel 
the agency of the object; its beauty ‘still glows like a candelabrum’ even if its force – 
‘screwed back yet’ – is dimmed across the gulf of history.
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6	 Dispersal, Exchange and the Culture of 
Things in Fifteenth-century Italy

Leah R. Clark

‘My owner is Cardinal Pietro Barbo, Venetian and generous scholar; your priest and 
Bishop, Vicenza.’1 So reads an inscription on the base of a stunning reliquary known 
as the Montalto Reliquary, once belonging to Pietro Barbo (later Pope Paul II) and 
still visible today on the fascinating object now housed in the Museo Diocesano in 
Montalto delle Marche (Figure 6.1). Adorned with precious jewels such as sapphires 
and rubies and crafted out of beautiful enamel and metalwork, we are fortunate to still 
have such a remarkable piece of goldsmith work, as so many similar precious collecti-
bles faced the eager melting pot when purse strings got tight. The inscription points 
to the agency of the object, an attempt to give voice to the inanimate thing before us, 
proudly telling us of its owner, to become what Lorraine Daston has termed a ‘loqua-
cious thing’.2 This extraordinary work has also caused much ink to be spilled as it was 
meticulously described in a number of inventories, allowing us to trace its biography 
as it moved through numerous hands: from Charles V to Frederick IV of Tyrol to a 
German merchant who sold it to Leonello d’Este Marquis of Ferrara to Barbo and 
finally to Sixtus V who donated it to the Montalto delle Marche in 1586, adding an 
inscription and arms to record his final ownership.3

Such a fascinating object raises a number of concerns around the paradox of pre-
cious things in the fifteenth century as their value led to their circulation and dispersal 
yet individuals attempted to record their temporary ownership through inscriptions, 
arms and other identifiers. The inventories recording these objects allow us to trace 
their provenances, but these documents should not be seen as a means to an end, 
rather they highlight multifaceted approaches to people’s possessions and underscore 
the very transient existence of many early modern things. Traditional Art History has 
largely concentrated on the production and consumption of art works rather than 
their destruction and thus inventories and account books have often been examined 
with a focus on the acquisition rather than the dispersal of possessions. A closer look 
at account books, inventories and other documents, as this chapter will argue, reveals 
a more complex cycle in which works were made, destroyed, purchased, loaned, 
exchanged, pawned and melted.

Inventories and the (Dis)order of Things

Recent approaches to inventories have reconsidered their function and begun to 
approach them not as transparent documents but social agents, which shaped a cul-
ture around cataloguing and ordering objects.4 Pietro Barbo’s inventory written by 
different compilers between 1457 and the early 1460s reflects the ongoing and shifting 
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status of the objects recorded; like many fifteenth-century inventories, pages were 
left blank to be added to when new works were purchased or when objects were dis-
persed or destroyed. As Xavier Salomon has rightfully noted, such an inventory must 
be seen as a work in progress, demonstrated by the 1460 additions, which reveal that 
eight objects had been sold, 68 had been melted down, while others were given away 
as presents.5

Similar examples are found in the archives in Modena, where the records of the 
Este, rulers of the court of Ferrara, are kept. Looking closely at these books as things 
as well as books of things opens up new avenues to pursue the agency of things in the 
Renaissance. An account book belonging to Eleonora d’Aragona, Duchess of Ferrara 
(catalogued as AP 638), details many items in Eleonora’s ownership and is less an 
inventory than an ongoing record of the movement of objects in her possession; itself 
a mobile object that traces the movement of other objects.6 The book records goods in 
the Duchess’s household for the years 1478–85, keeping tabs on items, from silverware 
to mirrors and from tapestries to books. Objects’ provenances are dutifully noted, 
particularly in the case of gifts, but items are also recorded as pawned, borrowed or 
stolen, contributing to our understanding of the social lives of things therein.7

Under most items there are entries in different pens from different years that announce 
the particular object’s movements (Figure 6.2). The account book thus gives us insight 

Figure 6.1  �Montalto Reliquary, front and back with inscriptions. Montalto delle Marche, 
Museo Diocesano.
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into the life stories of specific objects, from ‘elephant teeth’ (tusks) that were cut in half 
and distributed between Eleonora’s children to silver ewers that were used by visitors, 
but then later melted and pawned.8 The book was thus largely dedicated to moveable 
goods: things that were lent out to Eleonora’s staff; items used in rooms when visitors 
came to stay; religious objects which were used according to the liturgical calendar in 
the chapel; cloth that was remade into something else; books that were moved and lent; 
silver that was pawned; and tapestries that were moved from room to room.

On the cover of this particular account book the compiler has scribbled a memento 
mori message: pensi la morte tua (‘think of your death’) (Figure 6.3). The writing of 
such an inventory may have led those compiling it to think of the issues at stake in col-
lecting and the contradictory status objects held in this time period: on the one hand, 
they were symbolic goods reflecting magnificence and operating as repositories of 
knowledge, while on the other hand they were often used as liquid capital, functioning 
as pawns for loans. The objects recorded within such books were sociable things –  
in their intended uses, but also in terms of the people who maintained them, recorded 
them in inventories or account books and those who handled them during their move-
ment. There were numerous ways in which things circulated between individuals in the 
fifteenth century, but this chapter will be attentive to two main means of movement: 
loaning and pawning.

Figure 6.2  �Entry from Archivio di Stato di Modena, Amministrazione dei Principi. 
Archivio di Stato di Modena, 638 7R.
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Loaning, Stealing and the Borrowing of Status

In the Renaissance, objects could be used as collateral and were consequently pawned 
or given as credit, but unlike money, objects were and are absorbent of meaning and 
memories, thus not only forging bonds between those who come in contact with them, 
but also bringing about hostilities and complications. Early modern objects should be 
seen as stores of value, whereby most items – from handkerchiefs to jewels to books – 
could be offered as pledges but the value of objects was not only monetary and many 
objects carried conflicting identities, comprising economic as well as cultural value.9 Since 
magnificence, liberality and splendour were underlying themes of cultural display and 
consumption during this time, individuals were more prone to invest any cash they might 
have in cultural objects, which could then be pawned or put up for credit when needed.10 
The liquid potential of objects, however, placed a precariousness on their very possession, 
an anxiety that can be identified through the use of marks of ownership on many objects.

The need to display wealth during stately visits or feasts gave rise to the practice 
of credenze, pieces of furniture made specifically to display precious vessels.11 Such 
displays, however, did not necessarily reflect accurately the possession of wealth but 
rather pointed to the networks one had to borrow from, something that did not go 
unnoticed by attendees, as one primary source attests:

I found that, in the year of 1467 at the marriage of Niccolo Martelli, and at a sup-
per which the knight messer Antonio Ridolfo gave to the Duke of Calabria . . . at 
a banquet given by Giovanni Aldobandini and at others given by men equal to 

Figure 6.3  �Detail of memento mori message on cover of Archivio di Stato di Modena, 
Amministrazione dei Principi. Archivio di Stato di Modena, 638.
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these citizens of mark and by no means of lean purse, as well as on other occasions 
of sitting down together, the same silver appeared, being lent round by the same 
circle of friends.12

In Republican Florence, the Medici recorded numerous instances of lending out sil-
ver plate, as well as books and even paintings. While the reasons varied, many of 
these loans seem to have been related to diplomacy, when foreign ambassadors visited 
Florence, and the Medici were thus acting as de facto rulers ensuring the value of their 
plate would reflect the magnificence of their city. For instance, on 27 May 1483 twelve 
cups of silver taken from the Medici scriptoio were sent to Cafaggiolo for the reception 
of the Turkish ambassador who was en route to the Count of Savoy.13 Jewellery was 
sometimes also lent between families, such as in 1483 when Antonio Strozzi borrowed 
a necklace for his ‘contracted bride . . . for a month or two, as if he had bought it for 
her himself.’14

The Florentine Giovanni Chellini was also recorded as possessing much silver plate 
and was known for his continual lending of it to fellow citizens who ‘were taking 
up office or celebrating a wedding’. He is recorded lending ‘six silver dishes to Neri 
Capponi when he was sent as ambassador to Milan’. Soon afterwards he lent Giovanni 
Lorini, who had been recently made captain of a galley going to Sicily, ‘a silver jug with 
gilded foliage inside and blue enamelling at the bottom, six silver cups, and four silver 
trenchers or dishes’.15 Only six months later he is recorded lending almost exactly the 
same items to Lorini again when he was being sent as a vicar to San Miniato. Aside 
from ambassadors and captains who likely needed these items for political reasons 
in terms of their employment, such items also had more personal uses at important 
stages in one’s life, as when Bernardo di Cristofano Carnesecchi borrowed plate from 
Chellini for the wedding of one of his daughters.

Private concerns such as family honour and public reputation in terms of economic 
or business standing were not mutually exclusive of course, and feasts were times 
when these two identities were on show, reflected in things like the plate adorning 
the credenza or jewellery adorning the bride. The lending of objects by Chellini also 
contributes to our understanding of how objects constituted bonds between indi-
viduals and contributed to what Patricia Rubin has termed the ‘economy of honour’ 
in Renaissance Florence.16 Chellini’s business dealings as a doctor underline that he 
understood that objects could serve purposes that went beyond monetary value, car-
rying symbolic, cultural and artistic value that served to constitute not only material 
exchanges but moral and symbolic ones. For example, Chellini received cloth and 
other items in return for his professional services, including a gilt bronze roundel 
of the Virgin and Child by none other than Donatello. Similarly, Cardinal Carlo 
Forteguerri paid his doctor not in money but instead gifted twelve silver spoons and 
a silver cloth woven with figures in gold for treating the Cardinal’s illness that lasted 
75 days. The type of social bonds elicited by such a transaction is revealed in the 
physician’s ricordanza, which states that the Cardinal ‘was not giving them to me in 
payment, because he knew that I would not have accepted them, but in memory of 
our long, firm friendship.’17

Outside the Republic of Florence, borrowing was also common between court 
rulers and should be considered along the same lines as gifting, whereby such acts 
were often part of diplomacy and were indicators of poor or good relations. Loaning 
one’s precious items to another ruler required trust. In January 1491, for example, 
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Ercole d’Este wrote to Caterina Sforza, the ruler of Forlì about silver and tapestries 
he wanted to borrow for the wedding of his son, Alfonso d’Este.18 Numerous letters 
attest to Francesco II Gonzaga seeking to borrow tapestries and silver vases from a 
variety of individuals including the Duke of Urbino, the ruler of Carpi and Giovanni 
Bentivoglio of Bologna.19 Tapestries, as is well known, were mobile pieces that could 
easily be moved from room to room or palace to palace, but this meant that they could 
also be easily stolen. In 1483 the Duke of Calabria’s retinue staying in Ferrara actu-
ally lifted the hangings that had adorned their suite, and tapestries are also recorded 
going missing in 1478 and 1499.20 Tapestries were also easily altered such as those the 
Este bought from Drusiana Sforza, where the arms associated with the Visconti were 
replaced with those of the Este.21

The desire to copy or emulate another ruler’s dining service is evident in the case of 
Ludovico Sforza of Milan who requested drawings of Ercole d’Este’s famous service. 
Ludovico was told, however, that he would have to wait two years as the service had 
been pawned in Florence, underlining the transient nature of such precious pieces.22 
Prominent names attached to designs of services sometimes helped to dissuade their 
destruction, but not always. When the Duke of Urbino, Francesco Maria della Rovere, 
was required to melt down his silver after being defeated in battle by Pope Leo X, his 
wife and mother tried to ensure two pieces be saved, which were described as ‘very 
beautiful in their design and [in] the antique mode, designed by Raphael’.23

The ability to bring one’s own argenti di parata (banquet plate) when travelling 
without having to borrow from others was a status symbol in itself. When Lorenzo de’ 
Medici went to meet the new pope Sixtus IV in 1471, he travelled with his own silver-
ware, a magnificent site to witness, as recorded by Giusto d’Anghiari in his Ricordi:

Among the other ambassadors, the magnificent Lorenzo de’ Medici came with 
much splendor. He brought 35 horses and seven mules carrying about 400 pounds 
of silverware, which I saw by myself when they were about to be packed – basins, 
platters, bowls, and plates and other types of silver vessels. It was a fine send-off 
to see.24

Pietro Barbo’s inventory attests to his economic ability to be accompanied by his own 
plate. On 12 September 1460 in Siena, two sheets of paper were added to his inven-
tory, which recorded a list of 170 silver objects from Barbo’s credenza, which he had 
taken with him during his travels between Mantua and Rome. Not only does this 
attest to Barbo’s economic status, but it also points to the ways that such documents 
were live and active pieces of information that accompanied the things they described 
and their owners as they moved from place to place. It also underlines that those who 
compiled these documents were also on the move, escorting the objects and ensuring 
that their safety and location were continuously watched and recorded.

The circulation of service was closely regulated, as is evidenced by sixteenth-
century texts from the courts of Mantua, Ferrara and Urbino, which detail the 
procedures around handling, using, storing and tracking these items.25 Fear of theft 
is evident in these texts, as an example from the court of Mantua stated specifically 
that if any plate is found in the hands of someone without the licence or consent of the 
‘persons in charge of these objects’ they will be punished.26 Such regulations, however, 
seem to have done little to dissuade nimble fingers as banquet plate is often recorded 
going missing.
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Pawning, Credit and the Transiency of Possessions

Credit was a common custom in the early modern period and many transactions were 
conducted with a promise to pay, or with a credit secured with one’s belongings, often 
an object of similar value used as a pledge.27 Pawning was also a widespread activ-
ity across all social scales, from the pawning of clothing or hammers to the pawning 
of jewels and court libraries. Much of the nobility across Italy pledged their jewels 
as security for loans but individuals who could not repay their loans lost a certain 
respectability and also often lost their ability to borrow, branded as uncreditworthy.

The pawning of jewels offers useful examples to explore how jewellery acted as 
social and cultural signifiers for both men and women. Jewels held monetary value, 
but equally were celebrated for their personal characteristics.28 Worn on the body, 
they manifested the physical and visible forms of credit, while also conveying more 
symbolic forms of identity linked to honour and prestige.29 The significance of jew-
els in court life is often underlined in ambassadorial reports such as that written in 
September 1479 by Paulo Antonio Trotti, the Ferrarese ambassador, addressed to 
Eleonora d’Aragona regarding his visit with Duke Gian Galeazzo Maria Sforza of 
Milan. Trotti took note of the Duke of Milan’s necklace, describing it as a ruby ‘which 
was the [jewel] called ils spigo once belonging to Re Alfonso [I d’Aragona], which 
is the most beautiful thing I have seen.’30 The jewel, as was common in the fifteenth 
century, is given a name – il spigo – underlining its individuality, allowing it to become 
personalised through this naming process.31 This naming contributed to the jewel’s 
social biography and the making of identities – both of the owner and the jewel. 
Furthermore, Alfonso I was Eleonora’s grandfather and such a jewel was thereby 
charged with memories of lineage. Il spigo was later pawned by Ludovico Sforza in 
the late 1490s estimated at 25,000 ducats along with other precious jewels which were 
named: Il Lupo, La Sempreviva and El Buratto.32 The names given to these jewels 
could derive from the visual properties of the stones as spigo, for instance, is the Italian 
for lavender, while buratto is a type of lace. Sforza’s La Sempreviva took the form 
of the sempervivum, a hardy plant, presumably carrying with it the idea of imperial 
immortality or longevity.33

Merchant account books reveal the circulation and change of ownership of pawned 
jewels. For instance, on 26 September 1487, pawned jewels were sent from Florence 
with Francesco Valori, ambassador of Florence, to Naples for the Strozzi Bank. The list 
of jewels included a large ruby, an emerald, a brooch and Il Davit, described as a pen-
dant balas (ruby-coloured spinel) set in gold with pearls and placed on a gold chain.34 
Il Davit had been used as a pledge three years earlier by King Ferrante of Naples and 
was thus in Filippo Strozzi’s possession for three years. Loans and pawning were also 
clearly linked to trade relations, and merchants would often receive concessions on 
customs duties as payment. In 1475 the Strozzi Company sold a balas, which was set 
with three large pearls, two diamonds and an emerald to the king for 700 ducats in 
exchange for extracting an equivalent sum in salt out of Puglia.35 Similarly, in 1477 
King Ferrante offered to waive the customs dues in the exportation of foodstuffs from 
the kingdom of Naples in order to meet the 964 ducats he owed to the Medici bank 
in Naples.36

Particularly intriguing are the ways jewels were pawned and then returned for a few 
days to serve a purpose. For instance, Ippolita Sforza, Duchess of Calabria, pawned a 
ruby to Gabriello di Soldo Strozzi, but she had her treasurer Luigi Gattola ask for it 
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back on 26 January 1488, with a promise that she would return it in five days, so that 
she could wear it for a special feast.37 Similarly, Duke Ercole d’Este of Ferrara pawned 
his most-treasured and famous triangolare, an enormous diamond, to the Gondi, with 
a half-pawn also consigned to the Medici, during Ferrara’s war with Venice. When he 
wanted the diamond returned to him for a week so he could wear it to the wedding 
celebrations of his daughter Isabella d’Este and Francesco Gonzaga, Ercole promised 
all the revenue of the salt mines of Commachio for a period of ten years.38

Jewels could be plucked from the elaborate gowns they once adorned at times of 
death or financial difficulty, such as in 1468 when Milanese goldsmiths were in charge 
of removing the rubies from Bianca Maria Sforza’s clothing after her death in order to 
create new jewellery.39 Pietro Barbo’s inventory records a number of objects pawned  
to the Baroncelli bank, including a jewel in the shape of an ostrich, a salt-cellar encrusted 
with jewels and three large oriental pearls.40 Barbo was not alone, as cardinals fre-
quently accrued debt since their courtly lifestyles did not match their incomes, resulting 
in a large quantity of antiquities and valuable goods to be continuously pawned.41

Pawning and pledging also reflected the volatility of political regimes and the fall 
of influential families. The Medici’s famous balas brooch nicknamed Il Libro was 
first mentioned in the 1464 inventory of Piero il Gottoso valued at 5,000 florins. It 
was prized and worn by Lorenzo but was also sported on the body of his brother 
Giuliano at the joust in 1475. When the Medici fell from favour in 1494 and were 
expelled, it was pawned by Piero lo Sfortunato along with ‘twenty silver plates, a 
silver mirror and a jasper tondo containing 176 cameos and precious stones’ to the 
banker Agostino Chigi.42

Warfare could often lead ruling families to pawn their libraries and jewels to foot 
the bill, and when their coffers were empty and they could not afford to pay their 
army, soldiers would have to find ways of funding their existence, often in foreign 
territory. This is reflected in documents in the Archivio della Fabbrica del Duomo in 
Milan which record loans sought from Milanese and Bolognese lawyers by German 
mercenary captains, but evidence across Italy attests to the necessity of soldiers having 
to pawn arms and goods at local taverns and inns to pay their way.43

The circulation of objects through practices such as pawning gave rise to interests 
in provenance. Objects with interesting biographies and those that brought with them 
histories of illustrious ownership were thus even more valuable and sought after, but 
purchasing an object once owned by another ruler could prove contentious, and acqui-
sition was often political. For example, Francesco Sforza asked to purchase jewels 
that had been pawned by Duke Federigo da Montefeltro of Urbino for 4,000 gold 
ducats, because Federigo could not repay the loan and Francesco wanted to avoid the 
jewels going on the open market.44 The complicated processes of pawning within the 
same bank is exemplified by the inability of Lorenzo de’ Medici and his clients such 
as Matthias Corvinus to obtain the highly sought-after gems belonging to Cardinal 
Francesco Gonzaga on credit with the Medici Bank because they were under the juris-
diction of Giovanni Tornabuoni not Lorenzo.45 During the sale of the Medici goods 
in the 1490s following their expulsion, Ludovico Sforza wrote to his ambassador to 
see what objects he could acquire. Not long after, however, Ludovico himself would 
have to pawn his own goods in 1499 when negotiations with the French led to his 
downfall.46 The Medici sale included not only famous antiquities, but also more per-
sonal items, including Lorenzo de’ Medici’s birth salver, that no doubt held familial 
memory and symbolic value.47 The sale was mentioned three times in the pharmacist 
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Luca Landucci’s Zibaldone, leading him to comment on the transient nature of life on 
earth and worldly power and the extent of God’s wrath.48

The practice of asserting possession through arms or initials on objects demonstrates 
a need to control the very transient ownership of those collectibles. The ‘speaking’ 
inscription on the Montalto Reliquary is only one example of how collectors sought 
to demonstrate their ownership. Pietro Barbo also asserted claims over his possessions 
by ensuring his arms were displayed on tapestries, metalwork, rings, handkerchiefs, 
candlesticks, boxes, cups and plates, while the cameos in his collection were displayed 
on trays with arms on the front and inscriptions on their backs.49 Lorenzo de’ Medici’s 
well-known practice of engraving his gems and hardstones with ‘LAV.R.MED.’ also 
alludes to the ways in which possession of these antiquities had become something 
linked to one’s identity.50 The tradition of naming jewels and the obsessive addition 
of arms, initials or other means of identification onto these objects points to the very 
anxiety towards possessions. These habits attempted to conceal both the owners’ eco-
nomic instability and the jewel’s status as a commodity.

While many objects changed hands when money got tight, some were not so for-
tunate and were destroyed. This particular fate is underlined in a sensational passage 
by Lorenzo Ghiberti, when discussing the work of a goldsmith named Gusmin, who 
‘saw his work [a golden altar] undone that he had made with such love and art, for 
the Duke [of Anjou]’s public needs; he saw his labor had been vain.’ This, Ghiberti 
tells us, caused him to abandon his career as an artist and live as a ‘penitent for the 
rest of his life’.51 This passage and the story of this work’s destruction continued into 
the sixteenth century as it was elaborated upon in the anonymous Magliabecchiano, 
underlining that the interest in the fates of objects (and the practice of destroying 
works because of economic need) was still ever present two centuries later.

Objects brought numerous people together in diverse ways through their mobil-
ity; they also constantly circulated in and out of the commodity sphere. By examining 
a variety of objects that circulated through diverse forms of exchange, this study has 
highlighted the ways that objects could be used as capital, but they were also residual. 
Objects are absorbent and receptive things; with each transaction, something of the 
social sticks to them. Webb Keane has underlined the ‘bundling’ quality of objects, as 
they are always bound up with other qualities, associations and correspondences, and 
‘these qualities together in any object will shift in their relative salience, value, utility and 
relevance across contexts.’52 But if we understand that many luxury objects in the late 
fifteenth century circulated as commodities at one point or another in their lifetime, we 
should, however, not be so quick to assume that these objects were merely neutral mon-
etary commodities. Instead, the names given and the arms and initials inscribed onto 
them suggest a need to individualise them. Such objects functioned as agents in court cul-
ture, as well as in larger fifteenth-century politics and economics on the Italian peninsula, 
forging bonds, but just as equally creating rifts and operating as sites of political tension.
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7	 Michelangelo, Tommaso de’ Cavalieri and 
the Agency of the Gift-Drawing

Alexander Lee

Introduction

Shortly after taking up residence in Rome in late August or early September 1532, the 
57-year-old Michelangelo met Tommaso de’ Cavalieri for the first time.1 It is possible 
that they may have been introduced by a mutual friend, Pier Antonio Cecchini;2 but 
however they made each other’s acquaintance, their path to intimacy was smoothed 
by the younger man’s artistic temperament. The Cavalieri were noted collectors,3 and 
despite his youth (he was not yet twenty), Tommaso was a sensitive connoisseur with 
aspirations of his own.4 Before long, they were inseparable, and a bond was forged 
that would last until Michelangelo’s death more than thirty years later.

The earliest documentary evidence of their burgeoning relationship is provided by 
three letters written between December 1532 and January 1533. The first is an undated 
draft written in a state of anxiety. Sometime earlier, Michelangelo had sent Tommaso 
a (now lost) message, together with a gift of two drawings, but having heard nothing 
since, he had begun to repent of his rashness and hastily scribbled the note asking to be 
forgiven for having written inconsideratamente.5 Before he could dispatch it, however, 
he received a letter of thanks from Tommaso brimming over with affection,6 and to 
which he then replied – with a palpable sense of relief – on 1 January 1533.7

The two ‘gift-drawings’ that elicited this exchange were the Rape of Ganymede 
(Cambridge, MA, Fogg Art Museum) – the original of which has been lost – and the 
Punishment of Tityus (Windsor, Royal Library).8 In both technical and narrative 
terms, they were ambitious works. Unlike many of Michelangelo’s earlier drawings – such 
as the Three Heads, the Fury and the Zenobia (Florence, Uffizi) sent to Gherardo 
Perini in the previous decade9 – they employed a ‘rich diversity of graphic tech-
niques’ to articulate complex mythological scenes, while displaying a striking unity 
of conception.10

According to the 1568 version of Vasari’s Vite, the Ganymede and the Tityus may 
have been intended to teach Tommaso how to draw.11 As Maria Ruvoldt has recently 
pointed out, this claim should not be dismissed too lightly.12 Michelangelo was fond 
of using drawings as teaching aids,13 and it is possible that Cavalieri may have rec-
ognised them as such, promising in his letter of thanks to study them each day.14 It 
was, indeed, not long before they were being admired as models of the graphic arts 
and copied accordingly, albeit not by Tommaso. In acknowledging receipt of a later 
gift, Cavalieri wrote that everyone, including Pope Clement VII and Cardinal Ippolito 
de’ Medici, had clamoured to see the drawings.15 Ippolito was so enamoured, in fact, 
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that he took the Tityus with him in order to have it reproduced in rock crystal, and it 
had only been with the greatest difficulty that he had been prevented from taking the 
Ganymede as well.16

But they were evidently more than mere models for imitation. While Michelangelo 
may have known that they would be circulated among Cavalieri’s Roman coterie, they 
were nevertheless imbued with a deeply personal meaning, meant for Tommaso alone, 
a fact upon which Pietro Aretino was later to remark.17 Linked thematically as well as 
visually, they expressed the artist’s growing affection for the young nobleman in terms 
familiar to Florentine Neoplatonism.18 In the first, Ganymede, a Trojan shepherd of 
incomparable beauty, swoons with delight as he is carried aloft by the impassioned 
Zeus – in the form of an eagle – to become the cupbearer of the gods.19 Perhaps 
informed by Cristoforo Landino’s commentary on Dante, Purg. 9.22–4, the scene 
symbolised the amor sacro that had been kindled in Michelangelo’s heart.20 Powerless 
to resist the pure, spiritual love by which he had been seized, his soul was raised above 
the base concerns of the material world and carried in ecstasy towards the divine.21 
The second is more subtle. Here, the giant Tityus lies bound to the Tartarean rocks, 
twisting in anticipated agony as a gigantic eagle bends to peck out his eternally recru-
descent liver, a fitting punishment for his attempted rape of Zeus’ beloved Latona. For 
Michelangelo – as for Dante, Boccaccio, Landino and Battista Mantovano – the tale 
stood as an allegorical indictment of amor profano.22 Should free rein be given to sex-
ual desire, it warned, the soul – like the giant – would be brought low and condemned 
to suffer eternally. As such, it served to reinforce the sense of purity and propriety 
with which Michelangelo sought to clothe his feelings. But it could also represent the 
‘sweet sorrow’ that all lovers endure for their unrequited affections.23 Thus developing 
an allegorical reading found in the poetry of Girolamo Bologni, Jacopo Sannazaro and 
Antonio Tebaldeo, it could be read as a statement of the pain Michelangelo would 
suffer if his love were not returned.24

As such, the two scenes were both confessional and constitutive. Flattering 
Tommaso’s intellectual vanity with their use of classical mythology, they invited the 
young nobleman to recognise and reciprocate the spiritual love they articulated; and 
though the contents of Michelangelo’s heart were visible only through a glass darkly, 
they strove to establish a bond in which his amor sacro could be declared more plainly.

The intimacy that the Ganymede and the Tityus were intended to establish was 
nurtured by their status as drawings. Far removed from the constraints of contractual 
relations, they inhabited a realm of free expression and personal experience open only 
to the individual for whom they had been composed. Small in size and unhindered by 
iconographical norms, they could be approached only through close study and solitary 
meditation, viewing practices which – by their very nature – generated an inescapable 
sense of privacy and secrecy.25

This paper will seek to explore the manner in which this same intimacy was also 
shaped and negotiated by their status as gifts. Although Vasari portrayed them as 
presents much like any others that Michelangelo gave to his friends, an examination 
of his letters alongside conventional forms of gift exchange and Reformist notions of 
the beneficium suggests that he intended them to perform a far more active role in 
constituting the bond he sought with Cavalieri. Granted an agency of their own, they 
allowed Tommaso to be co-opted into the very drama they allegorised, and – free from 
expectation and obligation – paved the way for the two men to refine the relationship 
into which they had been drawn as they saw fit.
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Michelangelo and the Culture of Gift-Exchange

The giving of gifts was not unusual in sixteenth-century Italy. As in most other cultures 
throughout history, it was the oil that greased the wheels of social life. Through the 
exchange of carefully chosen items, new bonds were forged, existing ties consolidated 
and old alliances renewed.26 The contexts in which it could be practised were almost 
limitless, as were the purposes to which it could be put. It was a custom without which 
no respectable marriage was complete, and which accompanied such rites of passage 
as childbirth, baptism and even death.27 In much the same way, magistrates raided 
civic treasuries to offer lavish gifts to ambassadors;28 merchants gave notaries presents 
of anchovies, wine and firewood;29 and love-struck young men sent sweetmeats, rings 
and other highly decorated items to the women they admired.30

It was the expectation of reciprocity that gave gifts their potency. They were, after 
all, given so that they might be received, or – in some cases – so that a favour might 
be repaid, and it was by imposing or fulfilling an obligation that they fomented rela-
tionships. Yet how this obligation was understood depended on the relative status of 
donor and recipient. In some contexts, such as marriage, gender was the dominant 
consideration; in others, it was often age; but in most cases, it was through the prism 
of wealth or social class that the practice was refracted.

Michelangelo was highly attuned to the ritualism of gift-giving. He was the recipient 
of a great many presents throughout his life,31 and despite his reputation for miserli-
ness, was generous in bestowing gifts on others.32 He knew all too well the obligations 
that giving or receiving entailed, and was sensitive to the strict sense of social stand-
ing that governed the rituals of exchange. As Vasari reported, he was sometimes even 
reluctant to accept presents, because he feared that in doing so he would be forever 
beholden to those from whom they were received,33 and in later years, he found him-
self subjected to a stinging rebuke from Aretino for not reciprocating the poet’s pushy 
‘gift’ of praise with a drawing such as he had sent to Cavalieri.34

As the self-accusatory tone of his letters suggests, Michelangelo was conscious of 
having taken a risk in sending the Tityus and the Ganymede. In ordinary circum-
stances, it would have been Tommaso who – by virtue of his nobility – would have 
been expected to have initiated a correspondence. On receipt of a letter, Michelangelo 
would have been in a position not only to reply, but also to send a gift in return. In 
the anthropological terms of Mauss and Leenhardt, such a gift could be characterised 
as a ‘prestation’, that is, a form of reciprocation offered out of obligation, repaying 
Cavalieri for the magnanimitas of his initial letter.35 As such, Tommaso could then 
have accepted the gift-drawings with perfect propriety, and viewed the exchange as a 
consolidation of a hierarchical relationship in which he was the superior.

In sending his gift-drawings as he did, however, Michelangelo trespassed into 
another, more problematic, ritual environment. By giving the two pieces not out of 
obligation, but as what Parry has called a ‘pure gift’, the artist was placing Cavalieri 
under an obligation to reciprocate.36 It would, in other words, seem as if he were offer-
ing the gift-drawings in anticipation of receiving some beneficence in return; that is, as 
if he were asking for something from Tommaso.

This was, of course, not unknown in the realm of artistic gift-giving. Just as human-
ists frequently dedicated their works to prospective patrons, so it was common for 
artists to give their works to prominent figures in the hope of receiving further patron-
age. According to Vasari, Rosso Fiorentino presented King Francis I of France with 
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a series of paintings with precisely this intention in 1530.37 So delighted was the king 
that he granted him an allowance of 400 crowns and a house in Paris. Likewise, Vasari 
reports that in 1524, Parmigianino gave four pictures – including the Self-Portrait in 
a Convex Mirror (Vienna, Kunsthistorisches Museum) – to Pope Clement VII, from 
whom he subsequently received a host of favours.38 In the following century, Malvasia 
even related that Guido Reni actually preferred giving his paintings as gifts to princes 
who would lavish gifts on him rather than sell them.39

Nor, indeed, was Michelangelo a stranger to the practice. From his earliest days, 
he had habitually offered his works to influential figures in the hope of securing their 
patronage. The Strozzi were frequent recipients of such gifts. It has been suggested that 
he may have given the family a statue of Hercules as early as 1494,40 and it is beyond 
doubt that he asked his brother, Buonarroto, to give a dagger originally commissioned 
by Piero Aldobrandini to Filippo Strozzi with the same end in mind in 1507.41

In the case of the Ganymede and the Tityus, of course, nothing could have been 
further from Michelangelo’s mind. His object was patently neither patronage nor 
profit. Yet in sending the drawings so ‘inconsiderately’ – as unsolicited gifts – he risked 
Tommaso construing them in precisely this light.

Gifts and Grace

The obvious solution was to transplant his gifts into a different setting. This was not 
as implausible a prospect as it might have seemed. Despite the ubiquity of the gift 
economy, there was a long tradition of thought that viewed gratuitousness, rather than 
reciprocity, as the distinctive characteristic of gift-giving, and that hence envisaged a 
different ritual context for the gift itself. The outlines of the argument had first been 
set out in Seneca’s De beneficiis. ‘The logic of gifts is simple,’ he wrote; ‘so much is 
given; if something is returned, it is gain; if not, there is no loss. I gave it for the sake of 
giving.’42 Rather than imposing an obligation on the recipient, bestowing a gift (ben-
eficium) was simply a good. As the Church Fathers recognised, this was an idea that 
chimed with Christian notions of caritas.43 Though critical of Seneca’s paganism,44 
Augustine used it to describe the divine gift of Christ’s incarnation and sacrifice, which 
could never be reciprocated.45 Thus granted a place in the economy of grace, it gained 
wider currency in later centuries, and was taken up with particular enthusiasm by the 
Protestant Reformers.46 John Calvin – an avid reader of both Seneca and Augustine –  
posited that grace was a gift which God granted out of love, without regard to merit, 
and which hence contained no expectation of return.47 In like fashion, the Beneficio 
di Cristo emphasised that grace, by its very nature, was impossible to reciprocate.48

Such ideas were current amongst the Viterbo circle, many of whom were sympathetic 
to reformist tendencies. Using Erasmus’ recent edition of the text, Benedetto Varchi pro-
duced a translation of the De beneficiis that – if anything – stressed the gratuitous nature 
of the gift even more than Seneca had done.49 And as Alexander Nagel has demon-
strated, Michelangelo was sufficiently well-attuned to this understanding of gift-giving 
to appropriate it to his own purposes some years later.50 Having received a gift from 
Vittoria Colonna, probably of poems, he claimed that he was at first inclined to recipro-
cate, in order not to remain unworthily in her debt.51 But on reflection, he realised that 
her gift – like divine grace – had been offered out of caritas. It would hence have been 
both unnecessary and impossible to recompense her, whose kindness was so heavenly. 
But his acceptance nevertheless allowed a different form of relationship to be forged.
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It was an elegant conceit and could readily be turned into a delicate compliment. 
Yet it would have been inconceivable for Michelangelo to have attempted anything 
similar in his letters to Cavalieri. Here, he was the donor, rather than the recipient. 
It would have been crude in the extreme for him to have depicted himself as he was 
later to do in his letters to Vittoria Colonna, and since a gratuitous gift necessarily 
had no regard for the merits of the person to whom it was given, Michelangelo would 
surely have offended Tommaso’s dignity in portraying his drawings as such gifts. If 
the young Roman were to recognise them as the bounty of spiritual love, rather than 
as mercenary offerings, Michelangelo evidently had to ensure that they were received 
in a different manner.

The Agency of the Gift-Drawing

To achieve this, he relied on the agency of the gift-drawings themselves. At the heart 
of his strategy was a re-evaluation of the interaction between beneficium and verbum. 
Where gifts were given in the context of an unequal social relationship, they were com-
monly accompanied by a text in which the offerings were described. Although often 
laced with exaggerated statements of modesty, such texts were intended to condition 
the manner in which the recipient understood the character of the relationship that 
was desired and the form of reciprocity that was expected.52 Michelangelo, however, 
had no wish to exercise such control. Apparently speaking of another gift in the post-
script to his letter of 1 January 1533, he acknowledged that it would have been right 
for him to say what gifts he was sending, but nevertheless preferred to remain silent, 
thus abdicating any influence over their reception.53 In doing so, he freed Tommaso 
from preconceptions about how his gifts were to be viewed, and focused attention 
on the drawings, thus endowing them with an agency of their own. Instead of serv-
ing merely as a cipher, they were allowed to speak for themselves, and the implicit 
dialogue that would otherwise have taken place between Michelangelo and Tommaso 
was sublimated into a dialogue between Tommaso and the drawings.

This conscious act of surrender prevented any mercenary designs from being attrib-
uted to Michelangelo. What was more, any bond forged between the two men would 
be decided by Tommaso and the gift-drawings. But Michelangelo’s renunciation also 
placed an unusually high demand on Cavalieri as the viewer. In order to decide how 
they should be understood as gifts, he was obliged to make a special interpretative 
effort. Only by examining these small and intimate works in the privacy of solitary 
contemplation would he determine what function they were meant to perform and 
what sort of relationship they were designed to foment.54

Yet this only exposed Michelangelo to a further danger. As Vasari remarked, he 
had a talent for ambiguity. In conversation, his ‘veiled and ambiguous manner of 
speech’ often gave his utterances ‘in a sense, two meanings’, with the result that his 
listeners could misinterpret what he was trying to say.55 This would have been prob-
lematic enough when he was there in person to address any misunderstandings that 
might have arisen, but the effects could be even more pronounced when he chose to 
apply this ‘veiled’ manner to his art, especially when he was determined to give his 
work a life of its own. As we have already seen, the Ganymede and the Tityus were 
complex works, and in the absence of an accompanying letter, they were all the more 
difficult to decipher. There was simply no means of predicting what agency they might 
exercise.56 Indeed, there was every chance that they could provoke responses quite  
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different from those that Michelangelo was hoping for, and undermine – or even 
destroy – the intimacy he wished to establish.

Such fears would not have been entirely unjustified. While their friendship was 
already sufficiently advanced for Michelangelo to address Cavalieri as luce del secol 
nostro, unica nel mondo in late December, they were not so intimate that he could 
anticipate the young man’s reactions with any certainty. As the self-recriminatory tone 
of his first, unsent letter suggests, he could not shake the suspicion that he might 
have mistaken youthful enthusiasm and aristocratic courtesy for a genuine warmth of 
feeling. Even months later, the same fear continued to plague him whenever he was 
away from Rome. Although he affected a confident tone in his letters to Tommaso, he 
expressed great anxiety in correspondence with his friends.57 He pestered Sebastiano 
del Piombo for news,58 and was so worried that Bartolomeo Angelini had to reassure 
him of Tommaso’s affection almost every week.59

More worrying still was the possibility that Cavalieri might misconstrue his love 
altogether. It was not enough simply to profess the purity of his sentiments. In the 
popular imagination, the boundary between spiritual and physical passion between 
men was apt to appear porous.60 Amor sacro and amor profano were, after all, both 
forms of amor, and in a world of linguistic ambiguities, it was fruitless to try split-
ting hairs. It was not long before malicious rumours about Michelangelo’s attachment 
to Tommaso began to spread. In a sonnet written in c.1534, he chaffed against the 
‘malevolent, cruel, and foolish rabble’ that accused him of nurturing the same base 
desires as them.61 In a separate verse, he even doubted whether the casta voglia that 
burned within his heart would ever be understood ‘by those who always see themselves 
in others’.62 Naturally, he was deeply pained that he was barred from seeing Tommaso 
when the young man chose to listen to such lies.63 But the legal penalties that could 
have befallen him as a result of these rumours would have been more troubling still. 
Despite the incidence of sexual relationships between men in his native Florence, the 
punishments that were meted out to those convicted of sodomy were often harsh,64 
and artists were certainly not immune. During Michelangelo’s own lifetime, accusa-
tions were levelled against Leonardo da Vinci, Sandro Botticelli and Benvenuto Cellini, 
and it was only by good fortune that they had been spared harsh chastisements.65 As 
a later poem addressed to Luigi del Riccio appears to suggest, he was only too well 
aware of the sword of Damocles hanging above him,66 and it is likely to have been this 
that prevented him simply affirming his love for Tommaso in the letters accompanying 
his gifts. It was, after all, precisely because of the threat by which he was confronted 
that Ascanio Condivi and Giorgio Vasari went to such great pains to absolve him of 
harbouring any ‘improper’ desires after his death.67

Yet despite the risk he was taking, Michelangelo was still unwilling to compromise 
the agency of his drawings. Instead, he attempted to counterbalance his own lack of 
control by quietly transforming the role of the recipient. Although we lack the letter 
that originally accompanied the Ganymede, the nature of this change can be gleaned 
from the draft he wrote in December 1532. Aware that his words – like the drawings 
themselves – could be misinterpreted, he urged Cavalieri to look beneath the surface of 
the missive. ‘Read the heart and not the letter,’ he implored, for – as Petrarch had put it 
in his first canzone – ‘my pen cannot follow closely my good will.’68 The quotation had 
not been chosen idly.69 In the original verse, Petrarch had described the transformative 
effects of his first encounter with Laura, and had portrayed himself being pursued by 
love as cruelly as Actaeon had been pursued by his dogs. So deeply had he been stung 
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by Laura’s coldness that he could not hope to tell all that was in his mind, and hence 
resolved only to record that which was most remarkable about his loss of selfhood 
con carta e con incostro (ll.98–100). In this way, he hoped to make himself worthy 
of Laura’s mercy, even though he was aware that such self-abasement could provoke 
either love or disdain (ll.101–6). But he nevertheless hoped that his beloved would see 
his humility for what it was and, forsaking her usual custom, reflect God’s grace in 
looking on him kindly (ll.121–31). Such was Michelangelo’s hope also, and had he sent 
his draft, he would surely have expected that his quotation – once identified – would 
have encouraged Tommaso to show ‘divine’ qualities in seeking out the true spirit of his 
drawings. Though couched in the most delicate terms, this had important implications. 
Rather than gift-giving being an expression of caritas, it was hence gift-receiving that 
was revealed to be an act of grace. The donor, having already renounced control over 
the agency of the gift, became an unworthy postulant, and, in turn, the almost divine 
recipient conferred a blessing merely in declining to disdain the gift that was proffered.

Michelangelo’s conceit paid off. Even though his draft remained unsent and 
unseen, Cavalieri signalled his acquiescence in the scheme, at least as far as he was 
able. Thanking Michelangelo for having shown him ‘no little affection’, he recognised 
the gift-drawings as expressions of amor sacro, and, while still revelling in a sense of 
his own superiority, had the good taste to raise the artist from the lowly station he 
had assigned himself. Responding directly to the Neoplatonic and Petrarchan implica-
tions of the two images, he acknowledged that they had been given merely out of a 
love of the good. ‘I think, in fact, I am certain,’ he wrote, ‘that the affection you bear 
me is because of this – that you, being extremely virtuous, or rather virtue itself, are 
compelled to love those who follow and love virtue, among whom I, according to my 
abilities, yield to few.’70

Having thus located the gift-drawings in the context of a spiritual love akin to 
worship, Tommaso accepted them without feeling any obligation to reciprocate in 
material terms. Yet his acceptance was a form of reciprocity in itself. In his letter of 
thanks, he not only sanctioned Michelangelo’s love, but also responded in kind. ‘I have 
never borne more love for a man than for you, nor have I ever desired anyone’s friend-
ship more than yours,’ he gushed, before promising to visit the artist in person very 
soon, if fortune allowed, and resolving to study the drawings for at least two hours 
each day in the meantime.71 This was just what Michelangelo wanted. Yet, sustaining 
the Petrarchan spirit of his earlier draft, he viewed this almost as an act of supplemen-
tary grace. Had his gifts been spurned, he would have thought himself ‘in disgrace 
with heaven and earth’, but that Tommaso had willingly accepted his drawings – and 
hence shown him a comparable love – caused him ‘great wonder and no less pleasure’, 
almost, in fact, as if he had received a gift from heaven itself.72

Re-imagining the Gift

The agency that had allowed Michelangelo’s gift-drawings to function outside the 
bounds of gratuitous giving and reciprocal exchange was, however, short-lived. No 
sooner had they been accepted than Cavalieri translated them back into the familiar 
language of the gift economy, and so effected a transformation in the character of the 
relationship they had helped create.

Though his pride had been flattered, Tommaso was aware of their difference in 
age, and coyly used this to invert the roles that Michelangelo’s gifts had assigned 
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them. In his letter of thanks, he wondered that so excellent a man as Michelangelo 
should have wished to write to ‘a young man only just born in the world’.73 Even 
though they might occupy different stations in life, it seemed obvious that he could 
not match the artist’s learning, talent, or experience, and could not hope to add lustre 
to Michelangelo’s qualities through their correspondence. As such, he implied that the 
gift-drawings should best be understood as acts of loving magnanimitas bestowed on 
one inferior in years by another of greater wisdom. This was, of course, not a situation 
that was entirely unknown, even in the Viterbo circle. In 1527, Benedetto Varchi fell 
in love with the ten-year-old Lorenzo Lenzi, and in the exchange of poems that soon 
followed, it was their difference in age that was habitually used to cloak the giving and 
receiving of such literary gifts.74 But that Tommaso should have chosen to re-imagine 
both gift-drawings and relationship in such a way was nevertheless a touching gesture 
that Michelangelo would certainly have appreciated.

This was, however, merely the first stage in a rapidly evolving negotiation. In reply, 
Michelangelo countered Tommaso’s suggestion that he had just been born by claiming 
that he had, in fact, ‘been in this world a thousand times before’.75 This was not merely 
a courtly compliment, but also an allusion that developed the Petrarchan borrowings 
that Michelangelo had earlier annexed to his understanding of the gift. Both before 
and after Laura’s death, Petrarch had claimed that he had been trapped by thousands 
of Love’s snares,76 and had sufficient ardour to inflame thousands of verses.77 He had, 
moreover, endured mille morti without her ever shedding so much as a tear,78 and had 
suffered sweet sorrow mille volte, begging God always for the wings that would carry 
his intellect from this mortale carcer heavenwards.79 One particularly affecting sonnet 
even begins with the lines:

a thousand times, o my sweet warrior,
in order to have peace with your lovely eyes,
I have offered you my heart.80

Picking up precisely such passages, Michelangelo contrived to place himself in 
Petrarch’s ‘masculine’ role, and cast Tomasso in Laura’s ‘feminine’ – or at least ‘femi-
nised’ – position. In doing so, he effected a shift in the nature of his gifts. Having 
formerly been offered in unworthy, but hopeful, adoration, they were now re-
conceived as a form of supplication that would not have been out of place in the 
courtship rituals of the gift economy. In these, a male lover conventionally offered 
gifts to his female beloved that articulated his passion in a manner not dissimilar 
to Michelangelo’s drawings. Often making use of mythological themes, or echoing 
Petrarchan verses, these manifested both the purity of the lover’s passion and the 
sweet suffering he endured. On a maiolica dish from Deruta now in the Victoria & 
Albert Museum and probably datable to c.1470–90, a woman is shown bearing a 
dish on which has been placed a heart pierced by two arrows. If further explanation 
were needed, the inscription reads el mio core é ferito p[er] voe (‘my heart is wounded 
by you’). On another two-handled cup from Deruta, a winged cupid holds a dish con-
taining a heart similarly pierced by an arrow, accompanied by the inscriptions quista 
te dono p[er] amore bella (‘I give you this, beautiful one, as a token of my love’) and 
p[er] amore te porto in quissa copa bella (‘for the love I bear thee in this fine cup’). 
This, in turn, transformed the nature of acceptance once again. Rather than being 
seen as an act of grace, Tommaso’s willingness to receive Michelangelo’s gift could 
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now be seen not only as a symbolic recognition and reciprocation of affection, but 
also as an invitation to proceed to a further exchange of gifts that would – in other 
contexts – have led to betrothal and marriage.

It was a far cry from the bond first forged through the agency of Michelangelo’s 
gift-drawings. But such retrospective transformations both of gift-giving and of the 
relationships they fostered were not uncommon, especially within the Viterbo circle. 
It was, indeed, a ritual in itself. Only a few years later, Vittoria Colonna’s gift of a 
bound manuscript of her sonnets was accepted by Marguerite de Navarre, and the 
bond between them was almost immediately subjected to a sequence of re-evaluations 
that recall the steps followed by Michelangelo and Tommaso.81 Despite having abased 
herself before the queen, Colonna received a letter of thanks in which their roles were 
dramatically reversed. Professing her own moral inferiority, Marguerite expressed her 
desire to learn from Colonna (whom she cast as her guide), and thereby attain to a 
higher plane of spiritual understanding.82 In response, Colonna reaffirmed her humil-
ity, but nevertheless opened the doors to a mutually beneficial relationship.83

There was, however, an important difference. In the correspondence between the 
two women, it had been Colonna’s opening letter that had played the decisive role. 
Her self-effacing words had specified how her gift was to be received, and made it clear 
that Marguerite was at liberty to re-imagine their relationship as soon as it had been 
accepted. Yet Michelangelo – who, by virtue of offering such potent gifts to another 
man, laboured under more constraints – achieved the same effect in silence. By accord-
ing his gift-drawings such agency, he had allowed Tommaso not only to construe them 
more freely and sympathetically than would otherwise have been possible, but also to 
re-construe the relationship they fomented as he saw fit. As such, he ensured that they 
would facilitate ever greater intimacy, and pave the way for the dissolution of those 
societal norms that had necessitated his reliance on the agency of the gift-drawings in 
the first place.

Conclusion

As I have attempted to demonstrate in this paper, the characteristics usually held to 
be most distinctive of Michelangelo’s two drawings were complemented, reinforced 
and even facilitated by their status as gifts. In much the same way as the two pieces 
were conceived as autonomous artworks outside the normal economy of artistic pro-
duction, so they were also designed to function as gifts with an independent agency 
of their own, outside the normal economy of gift exchange. In keeping with the dif-
ferent viewing practices imposed by their restricted scale, this imposed challenging 
interpretative demands on Tommaso as the recipient. Examining them without the 
textual assistance that commonly accompanied gifts, Cavalieri was induced to accept 
them neither as a patron encumbered by the weight of reciprocal obligations, nor as 
the unworthy recipient of caritas, but as a quasi-divine bearer of grace responding to 
the adoration of one consumed by Neoplatonic amor sacro. As such, acceptance itself 
became both an act of implied reciprocation and – more importantly – an act of shared 
spiritual love. Yet in the same moment, the gift-drawings also sacrificed their agency to 
allow for a broader and freer renegotiation of the terms of the bond they had forged. 
Elevating both recipient and donor to a plane of unusual liberty, they allowed that 
relationship to be overlaid with a sense of generational difference, and in that they sub-
sequently came to parallel the function of conventional love-tokens, they also served to 
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establish new gendered identities for the two men that echoed the roles implicit in the 
very themes of the Tityus and the Ganymede.

This raises further questions about the character of the gift-drawing in general. 
Given that Michelangelo composed a number of other drawings for Tommaso, includ-
ing the notoriously problematic Childrens’ Bacchanal (Windsor, Royal Library), we 
might reasonably ask what the notion of the gift might add to our understanding of 
these works. Since such questions have already been asked of drawings produced for 
other recipients – most notably the Pietà (Boston, Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum) 
given to Vittoria Colonna – we may also begin to inquire into the consistency and 
evolution of Michelangelo’s understanding of the gift-drawing over time. At a more 
fundamental level, an appreciation of the importance of the status of the gift to the 
Tityus and the Ganymede invites an examination of the broader role played by gift-
giving in shaping the development of the drawing as an autonomous art-form. Such 
questions, are, however, beyond the modest scope of this paper. But though leav-
ing them unanswered may afford only the sweet sorrow known to Michelangelo’s 
Tityus, it is hoped that future studies may rise from their rocky crags to the same 
heights of intellectual delight as his Ganymede enjoyed.
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8	 Distributing Dürer in the Netherlands
Gifts, Prints and the Mediation of Fame  
in the Early Sixteenth Century

Jaya Remond

On 12 July 1520, Albrecht Dürer, accompanied by his wife Agnes, left Nuremberg for 
Antwerp, to obtain confirmation of his annual pension from Charles V, initially awarded 
by Maximilian I. Dürer arrived in Antwerp in August 1520 and left the Netherlands in 
July 1521.1 Based in Antwerp for most of his stay, he took trips to Brussels, Mechelen, 
Bruges and Zealand. The purported goal of the journey – the renewal of the imperial 
pension – is in fact mentioned only a few times in the artist’s travel notes, the originals 
of which are lost but survive in the form of two later copies.2 Dürer’s notes are usually 
referred to as a Tagebuch or diary, although they can be thought of more as a hybrid of 
cashbook and travel record, written in a precise, simple and somewhat dry language.3 
The report of Dürer’s various expenses and distribution of artworks forms the core 
around which his text is organised.

In his diary, the artist comes across as a dynamic entrepreneur, eager to circulate his 
art. Sculptors or painters they may have been, but Renaissance artists in Nuremberg 
were more often than not also businessmen.4 This seems to have been particularly true 
of printmakers at the dawn of their craft, when selling prints had not quite become an 
independent profession.5 At the beginning of his career, Dürer had occasionally relied 
on colporteurs to distribute his prints outside of his native Nuremberg.6 He must have 
grown quickly dissatisfied with this mode of circulation, however, as this task was 
soon passed over to his mother and his wife, notably during his second trip to Italy. A 
fairly well-travelled artist eager to advertise his fame and talent beyond the borders of 
Nuremberg, Dürer could not have ignored the profit-making possibilities of Antwerp, 
where he settled for several months. This city, at the time the second most populous in 
Europe after Paris, was at the heart of a dense commercial network, and was the conti-
nent’s most important hub regarding international trade and dealings in luxury goods. 
The gateway to most European commercial cities and even new regions of the globe, 
Antwerp yielded a sphere of influence of unsurpassed reach and gradually became the 
foremost art centre of the period.7

Dürer’s diary devotes significant attention to the distribution of prints, paintings 
and drawings, reflecting the pivotal importance he attached to the circulation and 
transmission of his art. In fact, the actual number of sales represents a relatively small 
share in the total amount of transactions carried out in the Netherlands. Out of the 
110 recorded transactions involving prints, only 25 represent actual sales, while 8 
can be counted as exchanges.8 Gifts account for 77 transactions, which represent a 
volume of at least a few hundred objects: over 200 items, to which one must add 
several batches (at least 15) of prints.9 These records suggest that Dürer’s journey was 
also an operation to heighten his prestige, in which the distribution of gifts played a  
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crucial role. More than selling his art or ensuring his pension, Dürer sought to build 
and strengthen a network of relations and market his image. Prints were the artworks 
most commonly offered.10 Their portability, reproducibility and affordability made 
them ideal presents. As opposed to the paintings and drawings made during the trip, 
they were ready-made artefacts that could be easily and immediately handed out.11

Dürer’s diary points to a heightened degree of intentionality in the distribution pat-
terns and instrumentalisation of certain art objects. Possessing a type of agency that 
has long been recognised and analysed, artworks have an unusual capacity to connect 
people socially.12 Moreover, such artworks being given as gifts also modifies their func-
tion, as it further enhances their mediating power. For it is not just a physical shift in 
ownership that happens when objects are being transferred from giver to receiver: an 
interpersonal bond is also created in this process of transmission. Dürer’s text does not 
provide much information about the responses of those receiving his gifts but it partly 
clarifies the goals behind the artist’s gift-giving. Accordingly, this paper will focus on 
certain aspects of Dürer’s dispensing of gifts, but rather than addressing matters of 
reception and audience, the role of the artist and his aims in gift-giving will be of cen-
tral concern. A microscopic observation of Dürer’s discourse as it unfolds in his diary 
sheds light on how the artist imbued prints with meaning, particularly when they were 
given as gifts—how he granted them the power to perform certain tasks.13 What are 
prints actually expected to do, that other artworks cannot? Of course, prints conveni-
ently condensed and conveyed the best of the artist’s skills, but I will argue that Dürer’s 
prints were meant to achieve more than that: prints also stood for the artist’s body. 
Indeed, gifts of artworks could fulfil many purposes, but Dürer knowingly endowed 
his prints with a particular kind of incarnate presence. As such, engravings, woodcuts 
and printed books were meant to conjure up and channel the memory of his persona 
as they were being given as gifts. Encapsulating the essence of Dürer’s art, the medium 
of print became a privileged conduit for reminiscence, self-promotion and recognition.

Modern definitions of the gift describe it as a thing given voluntarily without the 
expectation of a payment.14 In his seminal study of gift-giving practices, Marcel Mauss 
argues that there is no such thing as a pure gift in so-called ‘archaic’ societies.15 Gifts 
may seem to be things innocently given, but much rather might represent the interests 
of the giver. As Valentin Groebner’s research on public and diplomatic gifts in the cit-
ies of the Upper Rhine has shown, the same held true in medieval and early modern 
Europe.16 Gifts were seldom given without the hope of receiving something in return, 
although this expectation was not necessarily made explicit. Dürer’s case confirms 
this fluid, if not ambivalent, notion of the gift. Even though the artist categorises his 
different transactions in the Netherlands meticulously, the implications of the gift are 
not immediately discernible. In the diary, Dürer generally uses the term geschenckt 
(given) to designate any transaction involving a gift, namely when an object is offered 
without the explicit expectation of an immediate compensation.17 For sales, Dürer 
usually uses the terms verkaufft (sold) or gelöst (bought), always with the mention 
of a price. Despite this careful semantic differentiation in the registration of trans-
actions, the status of Dürer’s gifts remains ambiguous. Gifts clearly participate in a 
dynamic cycle of reciprocity and hospitality, involving shared meals and counter-gifts. 
However, Dürer’s mode of note-taking does not always follow a strict chronology, 
which makes it often difficult to establish an exact causal correlation between the 
number of shared meals, the gifts distributed to certain individuals and the many gifts 
Dürer himself received.
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In Dürer’s mind, gifts are connected with expressions of honour and respect. Fellow 
artists and craftsmen in Bruges gave him gifts in a very public, material demonstration 
of esteem: ‘They invited me to dinner, made me gifts and showed me great honour.’18 
Like hospitality, gifts do not only establish a connection between givers and recipients, 
thereby generating a dialectic of bonding and intimacy.19 They also participate in the 
labelling of their givers: people are metonymically associated with the gift they offer. 
In this way, the gift becomes an extension of the giver.20 Thus Dürer identifies one 
acquaintance through the gift the latter gave him previously: ‘The man in Antwerp 
who gave me the small head of a child is named Lorenz Sterck.’21 In the case of sales, 
Dürer mentions the names of the buyers only a few times. One such is Sebald Fischer, 
his first sale, and then later Felix Hungersberg.22 The majority of his buyers remain 
unidentified. Gifts of prints, however, are recorded with far greater precision. Dürer is 
always careful to name or identify in some way the recipient of the gift.23 The greater 
emphasis placed on the identification of gift recipients as opposed to buyers testifies 
to the significance of gifts for Dürer: gifts clearly have a powerful human factor and 
enable a personal connection in a way that sales do not.

What does Dürer try to achieve by giving out so many gifts? For the most part, he 
does not explicitly mention his reasons, nor does he expand on the modes or rituals of 
gift-giving. It can be inferred from his travel record that most of the gifts, offered in an 
urban context, are private and personal rather than public and official. Dürer received 
many gifts from his generous friends and reciprocally gave them presents in turn. Such 
friends include his powerful Portuguese acquaintances from whom he received various 
items of exotica.24 Gifts can also express gratitude for a service.25 They can occasion-
ally accompany gifts of other artworks or sales of prints. For example, after having 
sold eight gold florins’ worth of prints – including a whole set of engravings – to Felix 
Hungersberg, Dürer gives the latter one more set of engravings as a bonus.26 In this case, 
the gift is used as an additional reward rather than a way of generating future sales.

Gifts of prints are also used as a way of initiating first contact with people Dürer 
has not seen yet in person. Thus, at the beginning of his trip, Dürer has prints sent to 
the sculptor Conrad Meit, whom he has not met yet, through a messenger. This print 
set includes two large whole sheets, Saint Jerome in his Study (Figure 8.1) and the 
Melencolia I, as well as several half sheets, specifically the three new Marys, Anthony 
and Veronica.27 Similarly, before meeting Maximilian I’s daughter Margaret of Austria, 
Dürer sends her an engraved Passion as a gift. No other artworks, drawings or paint-
ings are used in such a way, namely as a sort of proxy for the artist’s presence: only 
printed items, whether illustrated books or single sheets, serve this purpose throughout 
the duration of Dürer’s trip. More than an extension of the self, prints function as a 
substitute for it, as the gift of prints precedes the actual introduction and meeting in 
person. Prints are embodied objects, much like portraits: they stand for Dürer as the 
vessel bearing his presence.

In this way, the gift, particularly the gift of print, is imbued with the individuality of 
its giver and maker, and Dürer is keenly aware of what prints can convey. He writes in 
his diary that he gave an engraved Passion to Margrave Johann of Brandenburg so that 
he would remain a presence in the Margrave’s memory: ‘I gave the Margrave Hansen 
of Brussels my letter of introduction, that my lord of Bamberg wrote, and offered him 
a Passion engraved in copper, so that he remembers me.’28 Distributed as gifts, prints 
are meant to conjure up the memory of Dürer in the minds of those who receive them 
and evoke his absent body in a way other media evidently cannot.
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Unlike a portrait drawing, which binds the artist to the sitter, the print is more of 
a free agent, liberated from the constraints of commissions. In the case of drawn por-
traits, which could be finished in a few hours or in one evening, Dürer often received a 
standard compensation of about one florin.29 While some portraits are made and given 
as presents, Dürer only rarely uses the terms geschenckt when he mentions such images. 
He usually simply writes that he made a portrait (conterfet), without adding much fur-
ther information. In several places in the diary, he underlines the fact that he was given 
nothing in return for the portraits or the other drawings he made: ‘I have made six por-
traits and was given nothing for those.’30 While gifts of prints also trigger exchanges and 
counter-gifts, other media, particularly portrait drawings, seem much more embedded 
within mechanisms of reciprocity and financial reward. The text of the diary makes it 
clear that Dürer expected some sort of payment or compensation for them in a fashion 
that is not expressed for the prints, or at least suggested in a less obvious way.

Its reproducibility, and the ease with which it may be transported, made printed 
work a suitable vehicle for the circulation of an artist’s fame or skills.31 Its relative 
affordability meant prints could be generously distributed without incurring too much 
of a financial loss. Registering carefully what he has given out, Dürer acts as the self-
aware curator of his acts of distribution. More than portrait drawings, prints display 

Figure 8.1  �Albrecht Dürer, Saint Jerome in His Study, engraving, 248 × 189 mm, 1514. 
Berlin, Kupferstichkabinett, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, inv. no. 401–2.
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the whole range of Dürer’s skills, the variety of his artistry, not just in the depiction 
of human figures but also of landscapes, animals and objects. Prints condense and 
advertise the essence of his invention and imagination. In his Ricordi dated 1549, the 
Italian collector Sabba da Castiglione details the way Dürer’s prints were appreci-
ated and looked at, highlighting the elements that elicited visual pleasure from the 
viewer: ‘figures’, ‘animals’, ‘perspectives’, ‘buildings’, ‘distant landscapes’ and ‘marvel-
lous descriptions that would stupefy a Protogenes and an Apelles’, all displayed in the 
sheets taken by Dürer to the Netherlands.32 Among these, Dürer privileged the dark and 
detailed works such as Adam and Eve (Figure 8.2), Saint Eustace, Nemesis, A Knight, 
Death and the Devil and Saint Jerome in his Study.33 These programmatic prints, most 
of which keenly demonstrate the outcome of Dürer’s research on the human figure and 
proportions, also showcase his virtuosic representation of different textures.

Looking over Dürer’s activity, can motifs and patterns of distribution be discerned? 
Robert Grigg sees a recurring cycle in the prints’ distribution and argues for the use of 
pre-collated sets based on format rather than iconography. However, the volume of data 
is too small to establish real statistical evidence.34 Some repetitive patterns can nonethe-
less be observed. For instance, Dürer tends to distribute the same gift several times in a 
row to different recipients. During his stay in Brussels, for example, Dürer gives away 
the same item eight times out of nine, namely the engraved Passion, a small suite easy 

Figure 8.2  �Albrecht Dürer, Adam and Eve, engraving, 250 × 195 mm, 1504. Berlin, 
Kupferstichkabinett, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, inv. no. 101–1893.
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to transport and distribute.35 Dürer also distributed a significantly higher number of the 
Saint Jerome piece, which he must have deemed particularly representative of the best of 
his work.36 One thing is certain, Dürer does not exactly tailor the distribution of prints 
to his recipients. For instance, he gives the same print, such as the Melencolia I, to both 
servants and people of a higher social status, including foreign merchants, artists and 
members of the court. When Dürer gives packages of prints, the bundles often contain 
an exemplary sample of his work: a balanced number of whole sheets, half sheets, some-
times quarter sheets and books. In other words, Dürer gives a combination of items that 
best illustrate his artistry, in differing formats and techniques.37

Dürer was deeply conscious of the financial value of art in general, and of prints 
in particular. In his theoretical writings, he advises the artist ‘to be sure that art is 
bought at a costly price; no remuneration is too high for it, and this is godly and 
fair.’38 He was even more keenly aware of the commercial value of prints, which, made 
for an open market, guaranteed better payments and more fruitful long-term sales 
than paintings. In a letter to Jakob Heller, he famously complained about the pains-
taking process painting requires, and lamented that he would have made a lot more 
money had he decided to stick to his prints instead.39 This testifies to a pragmatic, no- 
nonsense approach to business. Ultimately, Dürer’s prime motive was to make money 
and selling prints was the best way of achieving that goal. Even when prints are given 
as gifts rather than sold as products, Dürer mentions their monetary value on many 
occasions. By recording such information in writing, he controls and assigns value to 
the items, giving us an insight into his pricing system. Adam and Eve is sold for four 
stuivers, the woodcut Passion for three times as much, twelve stuivers. Such prices are 
not outrageous: Adam and Eve, for instance, costs a little more than the price of a meal, 
worth three stuivers.40 But Dürer’s pricing scale nonetheless sets his prints apart from –  
and above – other prints produced in Antwerp in the first decades of the sixteenth 
century.41 Skill is emphatically a matter of both visible and monetary value. Dürer’s 
pricing scale reflects the fairly high standards set by the artist himself for his prints.

The emphasis placed on the value of financial prints is also evidenced by some 
of the exchanges made in Antwerp. On one occasion, Dürer gives a set of his ‘best 
engravings’ worth six florins to the Italian painter Thomas Vincidor who had previ-
ously offered him a gold ring worth five florins.42 Dürer’s counter-gift communicates 
the high value of his prints: these are worth gold, and in an overbidding gesture, Dürer 
notes that his gift is actually worth more money than Vincidor’s by one florin. Gift-
giving becomes a performative operation: a way to show off his generosity and but 
also assert the preciousness of his own prints.

Dürer’s generous gift-giving practices paint a grateful and liberal portrait of the 
artist, as the ‘great lord’ he longed to be.43 His gifts thus participated in social exer-
cises which were performed to achieve specific yet multilayered objectives, beyond the 
expression of gratitude and appreciation. The act of gift-giving offered an ideal stage 
for self-representation, especially as giver and maker were one and the same individual. 
Moreover, all of Dürer’s prints bore the mark of their creator in the form of a ubiq-
uitous monogram, which asserted the presence of the artist in every object he offered. 
Targeting recipients from a variety of backgrounds, Dürer recognised the power of a 
print as an enduring means of connection: gifts of prints did not just instantly bring 
people together, but were also meant to perpetuate a memory of their maker over 
time. His prints continued to be avidly sought out and collected long after his return 
to Nuremberg and his death in 1528, but Dürer’s influence on the reception of his art 
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was after all restricted.44 He could not control the trajectory taken by his artworks 
after these were given away: the objects then had a life of their own. Nevertheless, the 
text of Dürer’s diary leaves little doubt about the affective and effective power that the 
artist himself was able to invest in his prints.
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9	 The Early Modern Bible between Material 
Book and Immaterial Word

Wim François

In his book, Used Books: Marking Readers in Renaissance England from 2008, William 
Sherman rightly observed that ‘the transcendence of their texts notwithstanding,  
Bibles . . . are material objects, created, circulated, and used by actual people, in spe-
cific settings, for particular purposes.’1 Taking this fruitful insight as a starting point, 
this article will propose a model to study early modern Bibles from three different 
perspectives: (1) text and paratext, which implies a concentration on the ‘transcendent’ 
content; (2) the objective features of certain Bible editions, such as typefaces, layout, 
and images, among others; (3) traces of appropriation in individual copies. This three-
fold relationship determines the character of a certain edition or copy and may also 
inform the researcher about intended groups of readers, as well as its actual use. Given 
the timeframe in which this article is situated, the Reformation Era, speaking about the 
characteristics of a Bible also involves dealing with its confessional color, since confes-
sion was tremendously important in the period under consideration.2 The theoretical 
framework presented in this article will be illustrated through several examples of spe-
cific Bible editions. These copies are for the most part taken from the vernacular Bible 
tradition of the Low Countries during the sixteenth century, but the framework that we 
sketch can also incorporate examples from other traditions.

Text and Paratext

In order to determine the place of a particular Bible edition within the confessionalized 
landscape of the Early Modern Era, Church historians often use a kind of checklist of 
biblical passages that are liable to a confessionally-colored rendering and that facilitate 
the scholar in situating an edition within a determined camp. One of the most famous 
examples concerns the translation of Romans 3: 28 which reads ‘For we account a 
man to be justified by faith, without the works of the law’ (Douai Reims Version). 
Luther added the famous word ‘alone’ to ‘faith,’ to make the translation congruent to 
his sola fide-doctrine: ‘Therefore we assume that a man is justified without the works 
of the law, by faith alone.’ But since the word ‘alone’ is not to be found in the Greek 
original, its addition became a bone of contention between Lutherans and Catholics 
(and even between Lutherans and non-Lutheran Protestants), and thus an identity-
marker of the former.

Apart from the translation of specific biblical passages, the paratextual materials 
may also display an outspoken confessional character that becomes evident through 
prefaces, prologues to individual Bible books, summaries above the chapters, and/
or marginal glosses. Such paratextual materials were designed to serve the specific 
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aim for which the Bible edition was intended, be it for personal reading, following 
the official liturgy of the Church, or for use in the ‘conventicles’ of religious dissident 
groups. These elements deliberately steered the interpretation of the reader in a certain 
direction, a not so difficult task given their placement at the beginning of a book or 
chapter, or adjacent to the text in the margin.3 In this regard, Protestants borrowed 
paratextual materials from Erasmus, and of course from Luther and other Reformers, 
whereas Catholics chose ‘orthodox’ materials, such as the prologues of Saint Jerome to 
accompany the Bible books as found in the Vulgate. Eventually, the Catholic Church 
preferred a ‘naked’ Vulgate translation, devoid of all paratextual materials, but one 
made subservient to the official liturgy of the Church through the inclusion, among 
other elements, of a saints’ calendar and a table indicating which Epistles and Gospels 
were to be read on each Sunday and feast day.

One last confessional marker for an edition was the choice of the biblical canon 
itself. Whereas Catholics accepted the extended canon as it was found in the medieval 
copies of their Vulgate, Luther claimed that the Old Testament books that were not 
included in the Hebrew Bible (but only in the Greek) should not be received as canoni-
cal. Luther relegated these ‘apocrypha’ to an intertestamental section between the Old 
and the New Testament. He even created a kind of deuterocanonical appendix within 
the New Testament and included Hebrews, James, Jude and Revelation in this cat-
egory. He not only called into question the apostolic origin of these works, but even 
denounced their failure to express the core of the Gospel as the good news of salvation 
from sin by Christ alone.4

Objective Features: Typefaces, Layout and Images

Theories on the ‘Bible as an object’ have raised the question of how ‘objective’ fea-
tures of Bibles could be used as agents of a definite confessional character and may 
inform us about intended readers and actual users. In this regard, attention will now 
be paid to particular features such as layout, typefaces, images, and other pictorial ele-
ments that translators, publishers, and printers chose for their Bible editions in order 
to give them a particular (confessional) character and for a certain audience. In a  
sixteenth-century context, the ‘stakeholders’ mentioned may also have taken cen-
sorship measures into account, so that a book censor could have, either directly or 
indirectly, been involved in its production.

Luther was particularly skillful in exploring the possibilities of a book’s layout 
in order to instill his views into the reader’s mind. As regards the canon, the table 
of contents from his September Testament of 1522 emphasized in a visual way that 
Hebrews, James, Jude, and Revelation constituted a kind of deuterocanonical appen-
dix to the New Testament by separating them from the ‘fully canonical’ books of the 
New Testament with a large blank space and the omission of a (serial) number.5

Luther, moreover, altered the common division of the New Testament text into 
pericopes and, concomitantly, adapted the layout and division into paragraphs on 
the printed page. According to this method, he took care to put biblical verses that 
he wanted to highlight theologically at the beginning of a new paragraph and had 
them start with an indentation. Such a layout, together with the blank line it created 
before the text, made the passage stand out from the rest of the page, thus giving it 
emphasis.6 In Luther’s September Testament of 1522 we see how this happens with 
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the aforementioned verse of Romans 3: 28 ‘Therefore we assume that a man is justi-
fied without the works of the law, by faith alone.’ In other words, text, paratext – see 
the marginal glosses – and layout serve Luther’s aim, namely to instill into the minds 
of his readers his theology of justification by faith alone. This technique of indented 
paragraphs, borrowed from Luther’s Bibles, was later taken over in several Dutch – 
and other language – Bibles.7

Another interesting example is taken from the New Testament translated into 
Spanish by the Reformation-minded humanist Francisco de Enzinas and printed in 
Antwerp by Steven Mierdmans in 1543. In Romans 3, we notice that two verses that 
are important for the Lutheran doctrine of justification by faith alone are highlighted 
through the printing of key words in capital letters (Figure 9.1):

Romans 3: 22 Verdaderamente la justiçia de Dios es por la fee de Jesu Christo, 
para todos y sobre todos los que crein. [‘And indeed the righteousness of God is 
by faith of Jesus Christ unto all and upon all them that believe.’]

Romans 3: 28 Concluimos pues que el hombre es iustificado por la fee, sin las 
obras de la ley. [‘Therefore we conclude that a man is justified by faith, without 
the deeds of the law.’]

Figure 9.1  �El nuevo testamento de nuestro Redemptor y Salvador Iesu Christo . . ., 
trans. Francisco de Enzinas ([Antwerp: Steven Mierdmans], 1543), to Rom. 3. 
Brussels, Koninklijke Bibliotheek van België, LP 28636.
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Through the addition of a marginal gloss to Romans 3: 24 explaining the Greek 
term dōrean ‘gratis, for free,’ Enzinas emphasized in concurrence with the Lutheran 
tradition that God had offered his grace to man through the salvific death of Jesus at 
the cross and that man was justified by faith alone in God’s graceful gift and not by 
the alleged merits of his works. In contrast to Luther, Enzinas did not add the word 
‘alone’ to the translation of Romans 3: 28, but preferred – obviously for reasons of 
cautiousness – to highlight the same theology through more subtle means, namely the 
use of capital letters and the addition of marginal annotations.8

In other Bible editions, hands with pointing index fingers (maniculi) – which were 
already used in medieval manuscripts – were printed in the margin.9 This is, for exam-
ple, the case in the Bible (both in the Old and the New Testament) printed by Willem 
Vorsterman in Antwerp in 1528. These manicules were now used to point to pas-
sages with a certain (theological) interest, often to texts that were important to the 
Reformational ideas of sola scriptura, sola gratia, and sola fide. We refer only to two 
examples: Romans 4: 6–7 ‘just as David also described the blessedness of the man, to 
whom God imputes righteousness apart from works: “Blessed are those whose lawless 
deeds are forgiven, And whose sins are covered”’ (New King James); Ephesians 2: 8–9 
‘For by grace you are saved through faith, and that not of yourselves, for it is the gift 
of God; Not of works, that no man may glory.’10

It is important to notice that Vorsterman’s 1528 Bible was devised as an ‘orthodox’ 
alternative to the famous Liesvelt Bible, the first edition of which was published two 
years earlier, but which was viewed with suspicion because of its Reformation-minded 
characteristics. However, several Reformation-minded passages were again included 
in Vorsterman’s first edition, likely because one or more compositors in Vorsterman’s 
office was sympathetic to religiously dissident ideas and deliberately ignored the 
corrections that were presented to them, to the great embarrassment of the ‘correc-
tors’ and the printer-publisher. Therefore Willem Vorsterman brought, within a few 
months, in 1529, a revised version of the New Testament onto the market, with the 
contested biblical passages now adapted to the Vulgate, and with most of the mani-
cules removed (Figures 9.2(a) and 9.2(b)).

Before focusing on Bible illustrations in the strict sense of the word found in Dutch 
Bibles, our attention is captured by an interesting pictorial element that we find in the 
Dutch ‘Luther’ Bibles published by Jacob van Liesvelt in 1535 – already mentioned 
above – Hansken (i) van Liesvelt in 1538 and Jacob van Liesvelt in 1542. The ‘prettily 
arranged lines of the last paragraph of the Old Testament’ are followed by a rose. This 
rose is also to be found on the title page of the New Testament part of the 1538 and 
1542 Bibles. This was likely a subtle reference to Luther’s rose, which the Reformer 
had adopted as his seal by 1516–17 and which he had used since 1519 as an authenti-
cation of the printed materials that went through his hands (in distinction to the many 
pirated editions which frequently contained mistakes). In regard to his Bible editions, 
the copyright mark appeared for the first time in Luther’s edition of Joshua-Esther 
from Wittenberg in 1524 and was even printed on the title page of his edition of the 
Psalms from the same year. From the 1530s onward, the Luther rose turned into a 
mere ornamental marker.11 Van Liesvelt, who is known for his ability to take prompt 
advantage of all kinds of new evolutions in the world of books and religion, was eager 
to include the rose in his editions.12

We now turn our attention to the use of illustrations in vernacular Bibles. In this 
regard it should be emphasized that the large majority of the illustrations in Dutch 
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Bibles aim at providing the reader with a visualization of the literal meaning of the text 
and, as such, offer an aid to comprehend the heart of the biblical story, although the 
selection of elements from the narrative that are visualized is in any event a ‘herme-
neutical fact.’13 In the context of this contribution, it is important to note that the large 
majority of the Bible illustrations have no confessional color and were used indiscrimi-
nately in Protestant or Catholic Bibles. With regard to the (Old Testament) illustrations 
included in sixteenth-century Dutch Bibles, it should, however be observed that an 
important part of them bear pictorial features that go back ultimately to the late Middle 
Ages, making them open to a typological interpretation. Three of the often copied 
German illustration cycles in Dutch Bibles – Erhard Schön’s series for Jacob Sacon’s 
Lyons Vulgate editions (1518–21), Hans Holbein’s Icones (c.1525; first published 
in book form in 1538), and Hans Sebald Beham’s Biblische Historien (1533) –  
drew extensive inspiration from the so-called Cologne Bible printed by Heinrich 
Quentel in 1478–9, whereas the Italian Malerbi Bible published by LucAntonio di 
Giunta in Venice 1490 is also an important source. The illustrations accompanying the 
description of the Ark of the Covenant, the Tabernacle of the Desert, and Solomon’s 
Temple go back ultimately to the pictorial tradition of the Postilla by Nicholas of Lyra 
(c.1270–1349). It remains an open question, however, whether, without receiving any 
guidance, the users of sixteenth-century Bibles were able to see all the Old Testament 
scenes depicted as a pre-figuration of the salutary events of the life of Christ, his mother, 

Figure 9.2(a) and 9.2(b)  �De Bibel Tgeheele Oude ende Nieuwe Testament . . .  
(Antwerp: Willem Vorsterman, 1528) and Tgeheele Nieu 
Testament . . . (Antwerp: Willem Vorsterman, 1529), to Eph.  
2: 8–9. Leuven, KU, Maurits Sabbe Library, GBIB P22.055.1/Fo/
BIJB/1528–29.
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or the mysteries of the Church. It is also true that a part of the sixteenth-century read-
ership, in particular those readers who were influenced by the ‘new’ humanist and 
Reformation-minded ideas, also harbored critical thoughts regarding the late medieval 
typological tradition.14

Whatever the case may be, in the largely Catholic Vorsterman Bible of 1533–4 and 
in the editions published in its wake, glosses and annotations were included in the 
margin to make the typological relationships of many images explicit (in addition to 
providing other kinds of information).15 The Catholic accents are striking, as one can 
see from the annotation to the picture illustrating Exodus 3, Moses before the burning 
bush that is not consumed. In the margin we read the annotation: ‘This bush burned 
but was not consumed, which is a figure of the immaculate virginity of the Mother of 
God, Mary.’16 The bush that burned without being consumed was traditionally seen as 
a pre-figuration of Mary and signified her conception of Jesus ‘without being consumed 
by the flames of concupiscence’ and thus without compromising her virginity. This is 
at least the explanation we also find in the late medieval block books, as the Biblia 
Pauperum and Speculum humanae salvationis.17 The word ‘immaculate,’ onbevleckt 
in Middle Dutch, may also recall Mary’s Immaculate Conception, the belief that Mary 
was kept free from the stain of original sin from the very moment of her conception 
(which should not be confused with her lasting virginity). The view, however, that 
the burning bush was a pre-figuration of Mary’s Immaculate Conception was not as 
widespread as the belief that it was a pre-figuration of Mary’s virginity, and the view 
developed only gradually, when the doctrine of the Immaculate Conception became 
more and more accepted, with the Franciscans showing themselves to be its most zeal-
ous propagators.

At Exodus 25 we find an image of the table on which the so-called ‘loaves of propo-
sition’ or ‘showbread’ were to be placed, an image taken from the Postilla tradition. 
This was of course considered as a pre-figuration of the Sacrament of the Altar.18 
We do not, however, find this motif in Speculum humanae salvationis or in Biblia 
Pauperum. In the Middle Ages the loaves of proposition were considered to be a figure 
of God’s nourishing Word, but in early modern Catholic exegesis, precisely in dis-
pute with the Protestants, they were increasingly interpreted as a pre-figuration of the 
Sacrament of the Altar.19

There are, however, a few exceptions to the general non-confessional character of 
biblical illustration programs. In this regard we cannot avoid referring to the 21 illustra-
tions of the Apocalypse which Lucas Cranach made for Luther’s September Testament 
of 1522 and which served as an inspiration for Hans Holbein’s illustration cycle for the 
edition of Luther’s New Testament that appeared in 1523 with Thomas Wolff in Basel. 
It is generally known how the Beast coming out of the Abyss according to Apocalypse 
11: 7 (identified by Luther with the Antichrist), the Beast spitting the unclean spirits 
from Apocalypse 16: 10–13, and the Whore of Babylon from Apocalypse 17: 1–6 – 
the 11th, 16th, and 17th images respectively – were depicted wearing a papal tiara. 
Holbein had preserved the papal tiara, although in Luther’s December Testament of 
1522, the Duke George of Saxony, commanded that the tiara be replaced with a simple 
crown in order to attenuate the harsh anti-Roman character.20

Equally interesting are the 14th and 18th images, dealing with ‘Angels proclaim-
ing the day of judgment and the fall of Babylon,’ and ‘The burning of Babylon and a 
mighty angel casting a great (mill)stone into the sea,’ respectively. Holbein’s depiction 
of corrupt Babylon clearly resembles Rome and its Castle of the Holy Angel, which 
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was the fortified palace of the popes in that period. It is usually accepted that the 
picture is a copy of the right half of the representation of Rome from the Nuremberg 
Chronicle by Hartmann Schedel (1493). It is striking, however, that in Germany these 
images were not considered as anti-Roman or, at least, their anti-Roman slant was so 
discrete that they were not regarded as provocative. They were not removed from the 
December Testament of 1522. Even the New Testament by Hieronymus Emser that 
was published in 1527 by Wolfgang Stöckel in Dresden and that offered a vulgatized 
version of Luther’s New Testament, still has the angel on the Castel Sant’Angelo, 
whereas the tiaras worn by the Beasts and by the Whore of Babylon were removed.

Holbein’s series lies at the basis of most Apocalypse illustrations in the Dutch New 
Testaments and Bibles of the sixteenth century. Only a few printers, however, dared to 
keep the papal tiaras in the 11th, 16th, and 17th woodcuts. Among them are two early 
Reformation-minded Dutch New Testaments, namely Hiero Fuchs’s 1525 Cologne 
edition and Hans (i) van Ruremund’s edition published in Antwerp in the same year 
and in which the same woodcuts were used.21 Apart from the New Testament edi-
tions of Fuchs and Van Ruremund, the complete Bible edition of Henrick Peetersen 
van Middelburch from 1535 and his New Testament of 1538 also contain an image 
of the Whore of Babylon wearing a papal tiara on her head (17th image), whereas the 
tiara had been replaced by a simple crown in the 11th and 16th images. In all other 
editions of Dutch Bibles or New Testaments of the said period, the papal tiaras have 
disappeared with the traces of the cutting away of the upper elements of the tiara often 
visible on the woodcuts.

Inversely, most Dutch Bible editions from the period have preserved the angel on 
top of the Castel Sant’Angelo-shape fortress of Babylon (14th and 18th pictures), as 
was the case in Germany. However, Willem Vorsterman decided to remove it. In his 
thoroughly Catholic Dutch New Testament of August 1530, Vorsterman had already 
removed the angel from the 14th print, whereas the 18th still retained it (the wood-
blocks used are borrowed from Jan van Ghelen in 1528). In the New Testament of 
November 1530, the angel was removed even from both pictures of the castle (the 
woodblocks are those Vorsterman had already used for his French New Testament of 
1529). In the complete Bible editions of 1532 and later, the same Apocalypse wood-
blocks were once again used, thus displaying Babylon without an angel on the top of 
its castle. It is beyond doubt that Vorsterman, who aimed at bringing good Catholic 
Bibles onto the market, wanted to avoid every identification of the Castle depicted 
in his Bible with the Castel Sant’Angelo in Rome. For this was what the Reformers 
had aspired to, namely identifying apocalyptic Babylon from John’s Revelation with 
contemporary Rome, the see of the pope whom they considered to be the Antichrist.22

Apart from the tiara-wearing pope, Reformation-minded Bibles show us pictures 
of monks and clergy in very unflattering circumstances, which may be viewed as an 
anticlerical sneer (a phenomenon that was not at all unfamiliar to the inhabitants of 
the Low Countries, since the late Middle Ages onwards).23 In the literature on illustra-
tions in Dutch Bibles, other alleged examples of confessionally inspired images have 
been put forward, although such a confessional reading can rarely be maintained after 
serious scholarly consideration.24 What remains is the overall impression that Bible 
illustrations are, to an important degree, confessionally neutral and designed to ‘create 
a summarization of the biblical narratives in immediate and clearly observable images 
of the story.’25 The watershed distinction between Catholic and Protestant Bibles in 
the Low Countries occurred in the 1550s, when the use of images disappeared almost 
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completely from Protestant Bibles, which only preserved the didactic or explanatory 
prints showing the Temple and the Tabernacle, as well as some maps of the Holy Land. 
Catholic Bibles, in contrast, continued to be copiously illustrated. 26

Traces of Appropriation in Individual Copies

In a last part of this article, we will leave the focus on how translators, publishers, 
and printers – whether or not in debate with the censors – conceived the production 
of a Bible translation in order to study how owners and users appropriated the work. 
The appropriation of a Bible book may be described according to a tripartite division, 
namely users’ traces, owners’ marks, and content-related interventions such as mar-
ginal notes and censorship measures.27 The question of whether a book was actually 
read requires one to pay attention to objective users’ traces: pages well-thumbed at 
the edges, irregular edges to the text-block or, only occasionally, traces of fire which 
may have been caused by reading by candlelight. There are even examples of books 
containing food stains.

Apart from the ‘objective’ traces that users left behind, they often deliberately intro-
duced all kinds of annotations. The first and most common inscriptions are data of 
provenance and ownership notes. The owners of Bibles may have been convents and 
monasteries, individual friars and sisters, clerics living in the world, or laymen and 
women. In some Bible copies, we even find genealogies in the sense that important fam-
ily events, such as births, marriages, and deaths, are recorded. These are often found 
on a blank leaf at the beginning or end of the book, or in between the Old and New 
Testaments. In addition, references to what the owners saw as important historical 
events have been written down, thus marking their own place in history (Figure 9.3).28 
Many Bibles that were originally in lay hands eventually came into the possession of 
monasteries when they were donated or bequeathed.

Furthermore, we find copies containing extensive underlining, often crudely exe-
cuted, selective marginalia, as well as larger annotations that may inform us about 
the theological ideas of the owner and their confessional color – provided that we are 
able to get through the paleographical nightmare (Figure 9.4).29 In a heavily annotated 
copy of the 1533–4 edition of Vorsterman’s Bible, we see how the reader has written 
an additional note to the marginal gloss giving a typological explanation of ‘Moses 
before the burning bush.’ This note reads: ‘Inviolate, intact, and chaste art Thou,  
O Mary’30 (Figure 9.5). Here, indeed, ‘printed marginalia [are] imitated or elaborated 
in handwritten annotations.’31

In some cases, even extra pages were added to make the copy usable for a specific 
aim the owner had in mind. The Maurits Sabbe Library of the University of Leuven 
preserves a remarkable copy of the Catholic New Testament printed in Leuven in 
1548. As is usually the case with books of this type, the text of the New Testament was 
followed by the text of the Epistle readings taken from the Old Testament that were 
read during mass (in this instance with an emphasis on the lessons of Lenten Fast). 
However, a beautiful handwritten quire has been added containing the Dutch text of 
several Old Testament lessons that were not included in the printed part. The quire 
has been immediately (and not at a later stage) bound together with the printed work, 
with a book binding which is still the original one and is stamped with an image of the 
Habsburg Emperor Charles V.32 In this way the booklet was tailored even more to the 
need of the owner or user to help him or her to follow the scriptural readings at mass. 
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Figure 9.3  �De Bibel inhoudende het oude ende nyeuwe Testament . . ., trans. Nicholas 
van Winghe (Antwerp: Widow Henrick Peetersen van Middelburch for Marie 
Ancxt, 1560). Leuven, KU, Maurits Sabbe Library, GBIB P22.055.1/Fo/
BIJB/1560.

Later, in 1640, the book was in the possession of a religious sister named Elisabeth de 
Gru(u)tere.33

In rare cases, we even find interesting examples of how texts and images in Bibles 
were subject to active censorship. In a copy of Liesvelt’s 1535 Bible, preserved in the 
Maurits Sabbe Library, we see how the Lutheran addition ‘alone’ has been carefully 
scratched out from Romans 3: 28.

The Maurits Sabbe Library also preserves a Dutch Catholic Bible, translated by 
the Carmelite Alexander Blanckart and printed by Jaspar van Gennep in Cologne in 
1547–8. The title page border shows us a variation to a renowned picture by Anton 
Woensam, called ‘of Worms’ (†1541) and is vividly colored by an unidentified user 
(Figure 9.6). On top of the page border we find a variation to the famous staircase of 
grace. Jesus is showing the wounds in his hands and his side to the Father, who sits 
enthroned as a severe judge (see the accompanying passages from Zacharias 1: 15  
‘And I am angry with a great anger with the nations,’ and Deuteronomy 32: 23 ‘I will 
spend my arrows among them’ [DRV]). Jesus’ act should be seen as an act of intercession 
on behalf of a condemned mankind. Just as God created Eve from Adam’s rib –  
depicted below on the page border – Jesus has opened the possibility for mankind 



Figure 9.4  �Den Bibel Tgeheele Oude ende Nieuwe Testament . . . (Antwerp: Willem 
Vorsterman, 1533–4), to Apo 5. Leuven, KU, Maurits Sabbe Library, GBIB 
P22.055.1/Fo/BIJB/1533–34.

Figure 9.5  �Den Bibel Tgeheele Oude ende Nieuwe Testament . . . (Antwerp: Willem 
Vorsterman, 1533–4), to Ex. 3. Leuven, KU, Maurits Sabbe Library, GBIB 
P22.055.1/Fo/BIJB/1533–34.
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to be restored and saved through the open wounds in his hands and his side. On the 
other side of Jesus, Mary is also implied in this act of intercession before God’s throne. 
Apart from the fact that the title page has been colored, the presence of an inkblot 
just along the length of Jesus’ fi gure is striking. This inkblot has no accidental cause, 
but has most probably been applied as a deliberate censure of the image. The reason 
is that Jesus is not at the place where He should be, namely enthroned at the right 
hand of God, but is depicted on a lower step, kneeling before the Father, and even 
on the same level as Mary. The hypothesis of a deliberate censorship is confi rmed by 
the fate of other images of the same kind, the most famous example being the paint-
ing of the staircase of grace by Abraham Bloemaert (1564/6–51), which is currently 
still in the Saint-John’s Cathedral in ’s-Hertogenbosch (the Dutch part of Brabant). 
Immediately after its arrival there c.1615, the painting evoked the discontentment 
of Antonius Bruynincx, a member of the cathedral chapter. On order of the bishop 
of Den Bosch, Bloemaert made a pen drawing of the painting, which was sent to the 
Louvain theologians for further examination. The theologians did not hesitate to issue 
a negative assessment, for the reasons explained above.34

A last example of how users or readers may deal with books and images is to be 
found in a Catholic New Testament edited by the Jesuit Frans de Coster or Costerus 
and published in 1614 by Joachim Trognaesivs in Antwerp. The Bible was explic-
itly destined for the market in the Dutch Republic. In order to be acceptable to a 
Protestant readership, the edition did not contain images. Since the aim was to bring 
the Protestants of the North back to Catholicism, anti-Protestant glosses in the 
New Testament were included in order to convince them of the necessity of such 
a step. However, the Maurits Sabbe Library preserves a copy of Costerus’s edition, 
in which lots of images are carefully inserted or glued on the relevant pages of the 
New Testament. The work dates from the middle of the seventeenth century and 
contains images from engravers such as Cornelis Galle (1576–1650), Cornelis Schut 
(1597–1655), Martin van den Enden (1605–73), Joannes Meyssens (1612–70), and 
Caspar Huberti (1619–84), among others. The aim was, of course, to adapt this New 
Testament for Catholic devotional practices, providing a meditative apparatus in both 
text and image that would nourish the soul (Figure 9.7).

Figure 9.6  Die Bibel, wederom met grooter nersticheit oversien ende gecorrigeert . . ., 
trans. Alexander Blanckart and Joannes Sprengel (Cologne: Jasper van 
Gennep, 1547–8), front page. Leuven, KU, Maurits Sabbe Library, GBIB 
P22.055.1/Fo/BIJB/1548.
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Conclusion

The study of the Bible in the Reformation should not only concentrate upon text 
and paratext, but should also take into account the material aspects of certain edi-
tions and even devote an increasing interest in individual copies. Indeed, the study of 
individual copies may inform us about who actually read a certain Bible. A complete 
view in this regard will require the examination of provenance and other data in a 
broader set of copies.

This research, however, is liable to a few methodological difficulties. For example, 
cheap religious books that contained the New Testament or the Epistle and Gospel 
readings from mass – which were often edited in an octavo, duodecimo or seidecimo 
format and which were intensively used and read – were often kept in use until they 
were completely worn out. After such intensive use, these types of books were often 
thrown away, with the result that they have been lost to research.35 The implication 
here is clear: the books that are the most fascinating for scholars interested in the social 
history of reading have fewer chances of survival than preciously edited books that 
were hardly touched. Furthermore, the books that were preserved in monasteries, and 

Figure 9.7  �Het nieu testament onses Heeren Iesu Christi met korte uytlegghinghen . . ., 
ed. Franciscus Costerus (Antwerp: Ioachim Trognaesius, 1614. Leuven, KU, 
Maurits Sabbe Library, GBIB P225.055.1/F° COST Nieu 1614).
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which were kept in public libraries following the secularization of those institutes, had 
more chance of survival than books owned by lay people that were constantly passed 
down to new generations and may have been liable to a lack of interest in some of 
the new owners. These methodological provisos notwithstanding, many interesting 
insights regarding actual readership may be expected from the examination of a larger 
set of individual Bible copies from the Reformation Era.36
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10	 Diagnostic Performance and Diagrammatic 
Manipulation in the Physician’s Folding 
Almanacs

Karen Eileen Overbey and Jennifer Borland

Bodleian MS Ashmole 6 (Figure 10.1) is one of around 30 known physician’s folding  
almanacs – small manuscripts of medical reference material in Latin, all (save one) 
made in England around the fifteenth century.1 The folding almanacs are compact, 
most ranging from five to ten folios, with each folio devoted to a single element 
used for diagnosis or prescription: calendars, astrological tables, and medical canons. 
These manuscripts probably served many of the same diagnostic functions as other 
late medieval medical books, though with abbreviated contents – their calendars, 
tables, and diagrams were used to determine the appropriate timing of treatments, 

Figure 10.1  �Folding Physician’s Almanac, showing structure of folded folios with leather 
cover, overall length 15 cm England, fifteenth century. Oxford, Bodleian 
Library, MS Ashmole 6.
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including the administration of medicine as well as purging, bleeding, and cautery.2 
What distinguishes the folding almanacs is their form: rather than a codex with quires 
sewn into a binding, each folio of the almanac is folded in half, and then again in thirds 
or sometimes fourths. Each sheet of parchment has a small, extended tab along one 
edge; when the folded sheets are stacked together, the tabs are gathered and stitched, 
often into a fabric or leather cover. With the folios folded this way, almanacs are also 
small in size: they are long and narrow, with folded dimensions averaging around  
13 × 5 centimeters. This format, and the unusual binding, made the almanacs extremely 
portable. Some, such as Lambeth Palace MS 873, have been preserved along with 
leather cases, which may have protected them inside a purse;3 others, such as Ashmole 
MS 6, still have their strong leather covers and a thick tab with an attached loop, to 
hang directly from its owner’s belt.4 To use the information in the almanacs, a prac-
titioner would detach the manuscript, turn to the relevant section, partially or fully 
unfold, refold, and unfold again. Rather than simply read as a diagnostic tool, the 
almanac requires manual handling: the images, charts, and texts were neither fixed 
nor held still in the hand, and in the process of treatment the almanac moved in the 
space between doctor and patient. Folding almanacs should thus be seen as part of a 
complex network in which patient, doctor, and book are all active, and in which the 
materiality of the almanac is instrumental.

As historians of science have shown, the content of the folding almanacs is criti-
cal to understanding the practices of late medieval medicine, in particular the role of 
astrology in diagnosis and treatment.5 The almanacs have also been briefly studied in 
art historical scholarship, primarily in terms of the iconography of Zodiac Man.6 But 
our concern is different: to understand the efficacy of the almanacs as located not only 
in their medical texts, their representational rhetoric, and their diagnostic functions, 
but also in their materiality. Almanacs were not simply a collection of useful texts: they 
were worn on the body, touched habitually, and manipulated like astrolabes and other 
scientific instruments, and this aspect of the almanacs has so far had little investigation. 
Our project considers the multiple social discourses in which almanacs were implicated: 
not only the prestige and practice of medieval medicine, but also issues of affect, shared 
space, bodily contact, wonder, secrecy, revelation, and memory. Our attention is on the 
‘objectness’ of almanacs, the networks in which they acted, and their potency within 
the spaces of treatment.

Unfortunately, there is no direct textual or visual evidence for how doctors – or 
patients – used folding almanacs.7 Our proposals about the use and reception of the 
almanacs are based on careful examination of the manuscripts themselves, and on 
our own experiences manipulating them: holding, unfolding, turning, and opening. 
We draw on material evidence of wear and use, along with textual evidence of how 
itinerant doctors worked, to reconstruct the ways that almanacs were active in the 
encounter between doctor and patient. By closely examining the material aspects 
of almanacs – their structure, layout, and condition – we argue that this move-
ment engaged both doctor and patient physically and affectively in the technology 
of treatment. This approach relies on both the intermateriality of almanacs (that is, 
their associations with other portable, personal objects imbued with efficacy, such 
as jewelry, amulets, and charms) and on their performative manipulation: gazing, 
fingering, opening, and closing. Folding almanacs, rather than simply a newfangled 
reference book, can be understood as a participatory space of knowledge in late 
medieval England.
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Gestures of Diagnosis

As Hilary Carey, Peter Murray Jones, and Faith Wallis have each argued, almanacs 
were most likely taken out in the field by trained doctors whose practices were not in 
court or urban settings, but rather around busy towns such as Norwich, Durham, and 
York.8 Whereas London doctors might be regularly employed in gentry households, 
provincial practitioners like Thomas Fayreford and John Crophill treated a range of 
patients in the town center and also in outlying areas: merchants, titled landholders, 
laborers; men, women, children.9 Not all doctors of this sort were university-trained 
physicians; Crophill, for example, was primarily employed as a bailiff of Wix priory, 
and was also a part-time ale taster.10 More often they had some professional train-
ing and a lot of practical, empirical knowledge about remedies and prognosis; most 
probably had a fair to good grasp of Latin, enough to comfortably use the almanacs’ 
charts and tables, alongside a general familiarity with lunar astrology.11 The small 
size, portable format, and abbreviated texts of the folding almanacs provided the basic 
reference material for diagnosis of common complaints, and would have served the 
needs of itinerant doctors who were neither treating complex medical conditions nor 
performing surgery. Along with headaches and fevers, the ailment most often treated 
by Fayreford, for example, was ‘suffocation of the womb’: shortness of breath, anxi-
ety, and seizures attributed to the swelling of the uterus.12

Medical care began with an understanding of timing – the time of day, season of the 
year, or part of the lunar cycle at which a patient fell ill – and so the calendar is the most 
basic component of all folding almanacs.13 It includes both liturgical feasts and detailed 
astrological information, and is typically arranged over three or four folios. The cal-
endar was used in conjunction with charts of solar and lunar eclipses (Figure 10.2) 
to determine in which sign of the zodiac the sun or moon resided for any day of the 
month; it was also used with the table of planets, to calculate their locations throughout 
the day and assess their influence on the human body.14 This information was further 
coordinated with the Zodiac Man, which showed at a glance which stars ruled over 
which limbs, organs, and bodily fluids. Equipped with the proper astrological context 
for patient, location, and complaint, the practitioner could move on to diagnosis.

Most of the almanacs also include the most common diagnostic tool, uroscopy, as a 
canon text or in some of the more richly decorated examples as a vividly colored wheel 
of urine flasks. Patients brought their urine to the doctor, who compared it to the 
descriptions or images: red urine with mucus, for example, was a sign of an overheated 
liver. Following diagnosis, the doctor prescribed treatment, which could include medi-
cines, herbs, charms, and bloodletting to balance the bodily humors. Nearly all the 
folding almanacs include texts on bloodletting, and often a diagram of Vein Man, 
showing the places on the body to tap for various conditions. Some of these prescrip-
tions might be carried out by the diagnosing doctor, especially in more remote areas, 
but in larger towns a specialized apothecary mixed the medicines, and bloodletting 
was performed by a barber-surgeon.15

The diagnostic operations with the folding almanacs required a series of hand 
and even body movements, some sequential, some repeated: first, the almanac 
would be removed from the purse or case, or detached from the belt. Folded folios 
were thumbed or fanned or rifled until the proper calendar page was located. Then 
began a series of openings, turnings, and unfoldings. There is no fixed or standard 
arrangement of the pages of almanacs: calendars could be organized over three 
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folios or four; canon texts on bloodletting and planetary influences sometimes 
cover a full folio and sometimes are abbreviated to a single column of text; some 
almanacs have interpolated material, such as illuminated lunar eclipse charts or 
elaborate tables of moveable liturgical feasts. These eccentric layouts meant that 
the gestures of diagnostic performance were personal gestures, unique to each  
doctor as he consulted his well-worn almanac.

To identify the proper astrological context for a patient’s particular complaint, for 
example, the practitioner might first consult a calendar page: he would flip the almanac 
to the correct month, unfold the page, scan the text for the appropriate date, and close 
the page along the familiar creases. Next he might consult the lunar eclipse chart, with a 
similar series of unfoldings, openings, skimmings, and refoldings, and perhaps also again 
for the planetary tables. Most likely only one folio was opened at a time – the manu-
script otherwise becomes cumbersome and difficult to hold – and so the manipulations 
could have become rather elaborate. (We found, for example, that it was not possible to 
hold a folio in just one spot to open it fully: it was necessary to take hold of a corner, lift 
up, change position with both hands, grasp again, and open.) Physicians who used the 
almanacs must have become deft at locating information and working the pages.

For the doctor, the gestures of unfolding would no doubt have become habit after a 
while, especially once the parchment had softened, become worn and pliable. Many of 

Figure 10.2  �Charts of solar and lunar eclipses Almanach, tabula festorum, mobilium ab 
anno 1364 usque annum domini 1462, York, England, between 1406 and 
1424. Philadelphia, The Rosenbach, MS 1004/29, fol. 7.
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the manuscripts are stained along edges and at corners, from use and accident; many 
exhibit small tears where they have been folded over and over. Over time, the almanac, 
rather than needing to be fully read for each diagnostic encounter, could have become 
(to borrow a phrase from Mary Carruthers) a ‘retrieval structure’: a mnemonic device 
for choosing and recombining stored information.16 Individual visual features would 
also have served mnemonic functions. Most of the calendars and texts are highly 
abbreviated, and the outermost fold of each folio is a title page – blank, except for the 
names of the months or of the contents (octobri nouembri decembri in Morgan MS 
G.47, fol. 3, for example, or eclipses lunae in Rosenbach MS 1004/29, fol. 7). These 
title pages were certainly indexical; they could have functioned in the way of a deco-
rated initial, as a trigger for reading and organization. Similarly, as for other medieval 
manuscripts, the distinguishing colors of red and black in the calendars, and the dia-
per patterns and grids of the planetary hours and lunar-zodiacal correspondences (as 
in Bodl. Rawl D928, Figure 10.3), are at once engaging visualizations and practical 
configurations of knowledge for easy retrieval, especially in the practiced movements 
of unfolding diagnosis. In some cases, simply manipulating the folded pages might 
have been enough to activate the physician’s stored memory of data and diagnosis, in 
a gesture not unlike the fingering of rosary beads – another personal, tactile memory 
device, hung from the belt to be both displayed and handled.

Figure 10.3  �Table of planetary hours. Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS Rawlinson D928. 
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An Affective Network

This familiarity on the part of the doctor would have made the performance of diag-
nosis quite a spectacle – the images, charts, and texts were not held still in the hand, 
but rather opened out, turned around, over, and sideways, moving quickly in the 
space between doctor and patient – a space which we assume to be fairly intimate, 
close enough to take the pulse and inspect a urine sample.17 There are no images of 
these encounters, but we can imagine physician and patient standing near to each 
other, perhaps with the almanac opened (or opening between them).18 For diagnostic 
uroscopy, for example, the urine flask must have been, at some point, held close to 
the color wheel – probably in the hands of the patient, while the doctor compared the 
color to that in the manuscript; holding both at once would be difficult.19 Prescription, 
too, could have involved some sharing of the almanac’s contents: if bloodletting, for 
example, was to be performed by a surgeon other than the consulting physician, the 
patient might be shown the illustration of Vein Man and advised just where on the 
body the blood would be let.

There are wonderful rhythms to the mathematics and geometries of the pages, and 
for the patient, the practiced, manual operations could make the almanac magical, rit-
ualized, and talismanic – particularly if the patient was not Latin-literate, or when the 
folding and unfolding was rapid, and the images flashed by quickly. While the folding 
almanac may have been a novel medical technology in late medieval England, it would 
have been familiar in its performativity and affectivity, as medieval medical practice 
combined academic instruction in medical theory and in the science of astrology with 
hands-on training in herbs, charms, and talismans. Doctors could recommend prayer 
or a visit to a saint’s shrine along with apothecary medicines; gemstones with heal-
ing powers and charms written on pieces of parchment were not only in common 
use, but even recommended by medical practitioners alongside other, more scientific 
treatments.20 It was not only doctors who understood these relationships: healers and 
housewives made use of herbal remedies, prayers, and charms, and both folk medi-
cine and saints’ cults employed what we might call sympathetic magic, such as laying 
gemstones with healing attributes on afflicted parts of the body, or wearing talismanic 
jewelry. The late-fifteenth-century gold engraved Coventry Ring (British Museum 
AF.897), for example, displays the risen Christ and the five wounds on the outside, 
and has inscribed on the inside: ‘The five wounds of God are my medicine, the holy 
cross and passion of Christ are my medicine, Caspar Melchior Baltazar ananyzapta 
tetragrammaton.’ Ananyzapta and Tetragrammaton are relatively common magi-
cal ‘nonsense’ words in late medieval inscriptions, and the names of the three Magi 
were regularly invoked in healing rituals. When the ring was worn on the finger, the 
prayer was in direct contact with the skin, and could be rubbed or touched constantly, 
amplifying the potency of the medical invocation. Such jewelry, which was visible to 
others while it was simultaneously handled by the wearer, contributed to perceptions 
about the owner’s access to knowledge and healing potential; folded almanacs likely  
conjured similar associations.

Rather than separate categories of treatment, these were all part of the repertoire 
of medieval doctors. The Rosa Medicinae, for example, a fourteenth-century medical 
treatise written by the Oxford-trained court physician John Gaddesden, contains a 
wealth of amuletic and ritual therapies, including gestures, drawings, herbal recipes, 
and verbal charms, such as a Latin incantation to cure nosebleed.21 Relatively few of 
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these ephemeral products of health treatment survive; one that does, however, is a 
piece of parchment (Figure 10.4) that includes prayers and an image of St Margaret. 
Presumably so that it could be used repeatedly, this scrap was stored in a cylindrical 
leather-covered wooden box with incised and painted images of St Margaret, John 
the Baptist, and the Apostle Peter. The presence of St Margaret is in line with many 
of the textual references to such charms, due to her role as patron saint of childbirth 
and motherhood.22 That this image of Margaret has been vigorously rubbed attests 
to the extra potency its tangibility offered; it must have been touched, over and over, 
by many patients seeking cures. Healing remedies like this worked through a combi-
nation of tactility, gesture, and manipulation that could have provided a context for 
the movements of the almanac. Doctor, patient, and parchment are all implicated in 
the exchange – what Jane Bennett calls a ‘temporary working assemblage,’ a locus of 
‘affection and allure.’23

Performing the Space of Knowledge

During the doctor’s operations with the folding almanacs, the patient would have seen 
the reverse of whatever folio the physician opened: text, images, or charts often upside 
down, or sideways. (In the Morgan almanac, for example, when the doctor held up the 

Figure 10.4  �St Margaret emerging from the Dragon. Vie de Sainte Marguerite. France, 
probably Paris, 1491. New York, The Pierpont Morgan Library,  
MS M.1092, Recto. 
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diagram of Vein Man and the texts on bloodletting, the image of Zodiac Man would 
have faced the patient, with the top of the head at the bottom of the page.) Some of 
these must have been familiar – a landholder with a good income, for example, may 
have owned a Book of Hours with a calendar, and had enough practical literacy to 
make out some of the headers.24 Even a patient without textual literacy, however, 
could have recognized the images of Zodiac Man and Vein Man; with their contem-
porary hair styles, even inverted, they must have at least been recognizable as bodies, 
relatable to his or her own body.25 Patients (who had certainly come to the encounter 
with the expectation of being diagnosed and treated, if not eventually cured) might 
therefore have eagerly received the seemingly magical manipulations of the almanac 
as a kind of gestural charm, and even taken the glimpses of planetary tables to be a 
fortune-telling game or divination chart – information visualizations that they might 
have recognized, other popular kinds of prognostication, and ones which also had 
cosmic significance.

This kind of correspondence is exactly the point: that is, correspondence itself is 
central to the efficacy of the almanacs, and indeed of all medieval medicine, which lay 
out the correlation of macrocosm and microcosm, and assessed the effects of stars, 
planets, and elements on the body and mind. Diagnosis depended on a multivalent 
understanding of the relations between the human body and heavenly bodies. As Luke 
Demaitre puts it, ‘everything, including the human body, was connected in the vast-
ness of the universe and in the cycle of life,’ and so understanding celestial influences 
was key in preventative medicine, useful for diagnosis of chronic conditions, and even 
employed for acute complaints like headaches and broken bones.26 The content of the 
folding almanacs, like other medical manuscripts in codex form, is primarily made for 
figuring out these microcosmic correspondences.

But the almanac – in contrast to other medieval medical sources – was more than 
just a reference for these concordances. It moved in the space between doctor and 
patient, opening, turning, coming close, pulling away – creating an active and acti-
vated space of healing between the body of the doctor and the body of the patient. 
Physical manipulation of diagnostic tools was not unique to folding almanacs. Moving 
information wheels or volvelles are found in other late medieval medical and scien-
tific manuscripts, including the well-known Guild Book of the Surgeons of York  
(BL Egerton 2572, fol. 51r), dating to the last quarter of the fifteenth century. The 
York volvelle was used, like the tables and calendars of the folding almanacs, to 
calculate the position of the sun and moon in the signs of the zodiac, and to deter-
mine whether a particular procedure was astrologically auspicious. In comparison to 
volvelles, the almanacs – with their complicatedly folded folios and multiple manual 
gestures – offer a much less economical, more unwieldy way to calculate information: 
a few turns of the disc wheels could accomplish the same readings as a whole series of 
foldings, unfoldings, scannings, and shufflings. But the requirements of the almanac 
implicate the body in the diagnostic process to a much greater degree than do the 
volvelles. This might be understood as a simple distinction between a bound codex and 
a folding book. But we want to suggest a more agential difference, and a difference in 
spatial expectation of the user. Through the operations of the almanac, both patient 
and doctor are engaged visually, physically, and perhaps even emotionally in the nego-
tiation of image, space, and animation. Lynda Nead has argued that for early motion 
pictures, especially those in which things like speeding trains are depicted, there was 
a kind of ‘synergy between the viewer and the image’; as a ‘display of the spectacle 
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of movement,’ the films elicited ‘highly motivated physical responses from their audi-
ences, who themselves became part of the spectacle.’27 Folding almanacs can perhaps 
be understood as a similar kind of participatory spectacle, one in which physician, 
patient, and parchment are all active. Affect and wonder, then, are not only part of the 
reception of almanacs, but integral to their very workings, and part of their efficacy.

Of course, all kinds of medieval images suggest movement and multidimensional 
perception, and implicate the body in the cognitive process. Perspective, for example, 
often required mental manipulation to effect spatial reorientation. As Linda Neagley 
has argued, the doors and windows of the Bayeux Embroidery lead to interior scenes 
which we should understand as turned perpendicular to the picture plane; these archi-
tectural representations fostered an embodied sense of space that allowed the viewer 
to ‘envision himself as a witness to an event in real time and space.’28 A similar process 
of imaginative manipulation leading to the beholder’s spatial self-awareness operates 
in late medieval devotional wall painting, such as in the parish church at Stoke Dry, 
Rutland, which is roughly contemporary with the almanacs. In the image of the mar-
tyrdom of St Edmund (Figure 10.5) the archers are surely not meant to be piercing the 
saint directly from each side. The visitor to the chapel must imaginatively ‘fold’ the 
image into three dimensions so that the archers stand in front of Edmund and, in an 

Figure 10.5  �Martyrdom of St Edmund. Wall painting at St Andrew’s Church, Stoke Dry, 
Rutland. 
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anagogical collapse of time, also occupy the space of the medieval worshipper. This 
kind of visual and mental exercise – a sort of virtual reality machine, or 3D generator –  
put viewers into active, constructive encounter with images and their meanings, and 
required (or even nurtured) an active, constructive subjectivity.29

The somatic experience of the almanacs, we propose, could incite the beholder to an 
analogous mental practice, in which the manipulation of image and memory encour-
aged consideration not of historical or teleological position, but of cosmic position: 
the relationship of human body to celestial bodies, of microcosm to macrocosm. This 
contemplation is grounded both in the medical content of the almanacs and in their 
intermateriality – their associations with a range of popular objects and images, from 
talismans to gambling games. Through that network of associations, both material 
and spatial, the manuscripts produced the space of treatment itself; the field of doc-
tor, patient, and almanac can be understood as a space of macrocosmic connection, 
a node of knowledge. Within that field, the almanac functions as a moving diagram, 
an animated version of the complex mnemonic images based on Alain of Lille’s De 
sex alis cherubim, or of the cosmic visualizations of Byrthferth of Ramsey’s computa-
tional treatises. The twelfth-century illumination of the latter (in BL Harley MS 3667, 
fol. 8r), for example, superposes the Ages of Man, the cardinal directions, the bodily 
humors, the four winds, and the four gospels to demonstrate the unity of heaven and 
earth. In the almanacs, various aspects of cosmographic knowledge are collected – we 
might even think of them as layered together, when the almanac is folded closed – 
and reconstituted around the bodies of patient and doctor. Thus the performance of  
diagnosis and cure is also a performance of the cosmically balanced body.

***

As with the St Margaret parchment and the paintings at Stoke Dry, the instrumen-
talization of the folding almanac requires active participant beholders, manipulating 
image and memory to locate themselves within space and time. The almanac becomes 
a space of knowledge, not only through its astro-medical content, but also (and, we 
argue, especially) through its constructive encounters with patient and doctor. While 
certainly the Latin texts and scientific information were central to specific medical 
learning, authority, and competence, the performative operations of the almanac 
should be seen as another ‘instrument’ of that science. Patient and doctor are located 
within the cosmographic system of celestial influences, bodily humors, and healing 
actions – all of these multiple and complementary modes of knowledge move in and 
through the space at the hands of the doctor.
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11	 Surgical Saws and Cutting-Edge Agency

Jack Hartnell

Paracelsus, the totemic figure of Renaissance medicine, chemistry and natural philosophy, 
wrote of surgery in his Große Wundarznei (1536):

sonder es ist ein gewisse Kunst und ein warhafte, gleich so fertig als ein zimerman 
in seim zimern . . . kan es aber nit recht, so ratschlag er all tag und noch wird 
nichts guts daraus. felt am lezten alles ein.

it is a certain art and a true one, exactly as skilful as a carpenter in his carpentry . . . if 
[the surgeon] cannot do it right, then he might ask advice all day and night, and noth-
ing good will come of it. Everything will collapse in the end.1

Two professions give way into one. The surgeon is conflated with the woodworker, 
the body with the machine, and death with mechanical breakdown or fault. This was 
a common trope in writings on the surgical discipline in the later Middle Ages and 
early Renaissance. The thirteenth-century French surgeon Henri de Mondeville, for 
example, wrote of ways to cure what he dubbed ‘that ingenious device’ – the engine of 
the body – echoing physicians since Hippocrates and Galen who had long conceived of 
food as a form of semi-combustible fuel, providing heat and stoking the furnace of the 
body’s mechanical operations.2 Man and machine were even brought together quite 
literally in the polymorphous fourteenth-century treatises on both medicine and engi-
neering by the Italian inventor and anatomist Guido da Vigevano, as likely to contain 
plans for a crusader crank-wagon as a retro-orbital neuroanatomy.3

As Pamela Smith has eloquently shown, Paracelsus and his contemporaries were 
the harbingers of a gradual epistemic shift in relation to medicine and artisanship.4 
Generations earlier, groups of artists and makers had used an intensified detailing of 
nature to refigure the act of imaging into a claim to knowledge itself, attempting to 
express an increasingly intellectual understanding of the natural philosophical world 
they so accurately depicted. Craftsmen of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries –  
a bracket that included surgeons – built on this conviction, narrating with compe-
tency and vivacity their interactions with both matter and the human form. But as 
well as a common intellectual ambition, surgeons and other artisans also shared 
much more literal ground too: their tools. Surgical writers encouraged the use of the 
blacksmith’s pincer and tongs, the cooper’s gimlet (used for piercing barrels), or the 
carpenter’s gouge, normally designed to mark grooves in beams but reworked and 
extolled by some surgeons as the best device for searching out wounds in the head 
and trepanning the skull.5
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Prime among these cross-pollenated tools were saws. Just as comfortable in the 
hand of carpenters working wood, butchers dividing flesh, foresters felling trees and 
surgeons operating on patients, these toothed blades were a vital part of many a 
craftsman’s toolkit. They do not, however, respond well in the hands of the histo-
rian, littered as they are with a wide range of historicising complications.6 Matters of 
survival are paramount: we know of these quotidian objects through their presence 
in various tangential medieval sources – literary, visual, archaeological – yet very few 
of them actually survive today. And this paucity makes their structures of facture and 
use hard, if not impossible, to unravel. Of extant medieval and renaissance saws, few 
have firm evidence of specific makers, owners or patients upon whom they worked. 
Concerned primarily with fitting such objects into retrospective histories of today’s 
surgical terminologies, historians have not tended to consider such artefacts creatively.

Here, I want to briefly explore several ways in which we might reverse this histori-
cal trend. Using as a springboard the saw’s quotidian location between the realms of 
aesthetics and practicality, I want to think about these objects as witnesses to diverse 
medical and social practices, and in so doing present them anew as fierce historical 
agents. But importantly, I want to explore in their agency something more than Alfred 
Gell’s broad anthropological ‘magic’ or Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s conception of an 
object’s phenomenological sentience.7 Rather than presenting their object agent-hood 
as a cure-all to their broad historical problems, I want to use the term as a structure 
for thinking through these tricksy things. For as this volume re-visits the Pandora’s 
Box of ‘agency’, first opened some 20 years ago, it is important to keep in mind that its 
complex presence in objects like surgical saws might not in fact be a solution. It might 
instead be the very problem in the first place.

The evolution of limb amputation stretches back to prehistory, and on the whole 
it seems not to have been particularly successful. Most operations resulted in the 
patient’s death, and despite a slow trajectory of improvement from the Classical world 
through to the Middle Ages, with further developments in surgical understanding 
prompted by refreshed anatomical exploration in the sixteenth century, amputations 
before the modern era were perilous, fraught with complication and often mortally 
wounding.8

But although it was most often a failure in medical terms, amputation nevertheless 
triumphantly courted a broader cultural imagination, with authors of various types 
fixating upon the process and its metaphorical potential. Take the hagiographer of the 
doctor saints Cosmas and Damian, who inserted into their twelfth-century vita an epi-
sode in which a man prays that the pair heal his leg, riddled with cancer.9 Responding 
to his Christian call, Cosmas and Damian appear to him in a dream the following night 
bearing ointments and iron surgical instruments, whereupon they remove the limb, and –  
rather than leave him one-legged – miraculously replace it with that of an Ethiopian 
man recently buried in a nearby churchyard (Figure 11.1). Radically and racially trans-
formed, the man awakes the following morning fully healed of his ills. Few actual 
cases from the period are narrated with as much detail as this miraculous transplant, 
although one particularly vivid first-hand account survives describing the amputation 
of the particularly high-status leg of Holy Roman Emperor Friedrich III (Figure 11.2).10 
Suffering from a gangrenous infection, thought at the time to be gout brought on by 
an over-consumption of melons, Friedrich’s foot slowly turned numb and then green 
and then black. On 8 June 1493 in the city of Linz, the leg was removed by the Jewish 
surgeon Hans Seyff, who wrote a brief account of the operation now split between 
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documents in Stuttgart and Vienna. Perhaps Seyff was compelled to put pen to paper 
by the immense pressure of the situation, operating in the presence of lords, knights 
and seven of the king’s personal doctors, or perhaps the report was intended as insur-
ance, an attempt to separate the operation (viewed as a success) from Friedrich’s death 
by infection some weeks later (less successful). Whatever occasioned it, as an accurate 
surgical record it remains virtually unique. Accounts of amputations were far more 
likely to appear under fantastical or divine auspices, subsuming the oft-fated surgical 
procedure into a reassuringly familiar trope of sickness and miraculous cure.

The only surviving witnesses to these medieval and early-modern surgical proce-
dures are the amputation saws themselves. Today scattered among museums from 
London to Leiden to La Paz, there are some consistencies in this rather widely consti-
tuted group. All are ether iron or steel, all sport a similar bow-shaped construction, 
and they are often of around the same ergonomic size, between 40 and 60cm from 
handle to tip. Those which survive in approachable condition stem only from the very 
end of the Middle Ages and Early Renaissance, and a surprisingly large number of 
these are intricately decorated.

Figure 11.1  �Attributed to the Master of Los Balbases, Saints Cosmas and Damian 
Performing the Miracle of the Transplanted Leg, oil on wooden board, 
c.1495. Wellcome Collection, London.
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It is in this fact that the first sense of these objects’ potential as sentient agents 
emerges. Where ornament does appear, it is almost always organic and extremely 
animated.11 Patterns gravitate towards the foliate, like the petal-shaped gilding  
and vine-scroll inlay of damascened examples, now in the Wellcome Collection 
(Figure 11.3). Several others sport animal features, hawk-headed handles or frilled 
elephantine trunks that spiral out from the main body of the design to energise the saw. 
Human faces abound too, in both extant saws and their printed designs, morphing 
eloquently from handles and joints.12 One particularly vivid sixteenth-century exam-
ple from the Science Museum in London includes polished stone-set eyes designed to 
catch the light, flashing a wink at its handler upon movement (Figure 11.4). Others 
still seek to reflect the animalistic actions of the saw itself: in an ivory-handled saw 
from the collections of the Science Museum, London, two fishy creatures hold the 
blade in place, their eyes formed from the tool’s locking bolts and their mouths grin-
ning wide to bear the jagged shapes of the blade beneath, the blade’s teeth posing as 
their own.13 Such orally-fixated animation is especially fitting given that late medieval 
surgical treatises often designated the act of surgery itself as a ‘biting’ craft, with 
writers returning repeatedly to the action of ‘chewing’, ‘munching’ and ‘gnawing’ in 
their texts to describe the diseases, surgical operations and surgery’s own instruments.14  

Figure 11.2  �Anonymous, The Leg Amputation of Friedrich III, watercolour on paper, 
c.1493. Vienna, Graphische Sammlung Albertina, Min. 22475.
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This ingestative idea likewise aligns with more imaginative conceptions of the saw 
extant in Middle English writing, for these tools could not only look and bite but 
could also be made to speak. Uniquely preserved in a manuscript in the Bodleian 
Library in Oxford is a short poem, now titled The Debate of the Carpenter’s Tools.15 
Here, a gaggle of animated objects from a woodworker’s bench debate the best way 
for their master to achieve prosperity and, more importantly, how their furious work 
might keep up with his rapacious habit for drink. After disputations from the axe, the 
brace, the compass, and others, the saw eagerly joins the chorus, reprimanding the 
compass as an apologist for his inebriated master:

It is bote bost þat þou doyst blow.
For thofe þou wyrke bothe dey and nyght,
He wyll not the, I sey þe ryght.
He wones to nyghe þe alewyffe

It is but boast that you do blow.
For though you work both day and night,
He will not prosper, I rightly say.
He lives too near the ale-wife16

Figure 11.3  �Four surgical saws, iron, steel, and gilded details with wooden or metal 
handles, late fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. London, Wellcome Collection 
(long-term loan from Science Museum, Hamonic Collection), object numbers 
(clockwise from upper-left): A241432, A121436, A135416, A121431. 
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Recourse to drink, concludes the instrument, is hardly thriving. The carpenter’s saw, 
just like the surgeon’s, stood for hard toil and committed craft, embodying artisanal 
loyalty and animated canny.

Presented in this manner, the agency of the surgical saw – the activity of the object 
in the details of its decoration – might appear to be metaphor alone: the animals amid 
its metal or its voice in support of its master are poignant, even humorous, but not 
actual mechanical interventions. Yet, uniquely in these saws, there appear also to have 
been more concrete forms of sentience built into their actual ergonomics.

Fundamentally, almost all surviving saws are deeply uncomfortable to hold. Try to 
pick up any of the examples in Figure 11.3 and their short handles swiftly guide the 
user’s fingers not into neatly-grooved, comfortable grips, but into the very jaws of its 
animated decoration. They chew and peck at the surgeon, especially as his grip saws 
aggressively back and forth through tough human tissue and bone.17 Anthropologist 
Tim Ingold has suggested that by offering an instinctive grasp, otherwise inanimate 
tools are somehow vivified through ergonomics; they gain the capacity to direct 
their own use, or at least extend an intended pattern of use as crafted into them  
by their makers.18 Couple this idea with a surgical saw’s uncomfortable handling and 
their message quickly morphs into one of resistance. Their writhing foils, frills and 

Figure 11.4  �Detail of the handle of a bow-frame amputation saw, steel and ebony with 
inset reflective eyes. London, Science Museum, Hamonic Collection, object 
number A135416. 
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decorative heads turn their biting activities not just towards the patient – being sawn 
away by the blade’s teeth – but towards their surgical handlers too.

One simple solution to these apparently uncooperative saws is to suggest that such 
elaborate objects were never really designed to be used: covered in aggressive and 
awkward detail, they were visual pieces not functional ones. Yet this seems specifically 
not to have been the case. Various fifteenth- and sixteenth-century surgical sources 
present comparatively accurate images of amputation scenes, with printed instruc-
tional manuals showing elaborate saws in full swing (Figure 11.5).19 Several textual 
sources, too, suggest that an uncomfortable and aggressively rendered handle was 
something known and accepted by medieval and early modern surgeons, and about 
which they and their patients complained on a regular basis. The fourteenth-century 
French surgeon Guy de Chauliac recommended covering the patient’s eyes with a cloth 
so that they would not be offended by the sight of the operation’s elaborate equip-
ment, and by the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries surgeons like John Woodall or 
Jacques Guillemeau were actually calling for the simplification of saw designs, not 
only because they were uncomfortable to hold, but because their decorative frills were 
inclined to catch and tear the patient’s skin.20

Figure 11.5  �Frontispiece to Walther Ryff, Gross Chirurgei oder volkommene Wundartznei 
(Frankfurt: Christian Egenolff, 1559). London, Wellcome Library, EPB/D 
5677/D. 
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A dichotomy thus emerges between ergonomics and practical use on the one hand, 
and ornament and decoration on the other. In fact, we might begin to see these saws 
more subtly as mediators between a number of different needs within the realm of 
the surgical craft, including more socially potent issues of ownership and display. An 
image from the printed work of German battlefield surgeon Hieronymus Brunschwig, 
his Buch der Cirurgia (1497), is thought to be the earliest surviving depiction of a 
so-called surgical armamentarium – an armoury of the surgeon’s tools – a common 
tradition carried into the more widespread surgical imagery of the later sixteenth 
century, for example Andreas Vesalius’ De humani corporis fabrica (Figure 11.6). 
Presented with aggrandising clarity, in these images we see a boldly outlined gathering 
of instruments hanging about a folding wooden structure or scattered atop the operat-
ing table: knives, scissors, syringes, probes, arrow and bullet extractors, and, always 
prominent among them, the amputation saw. Taking care to make clear the details 
of their complex handles and hinges, saws in these armamentaria are presented as a 
prominent and important element of surgery’s public face, their presence designed to 
be as informative of a surgeon’s practice as the actual accounts of treatments described 
in the texts alongside them.

These visualisations also emphasise the sheer financial value of these tools, and the 
presence of instruments in the wills of craftsmen confirm their significant expense. A 
series of early sixteenth-century English testaments noted by the London Consistory 

Figure 11.6  �Anatomical instruments displayed on a table, including an amputation 
saw. Andreas Vesalius, De Humani Corporis Fabrica, reproduced from the 
original 1543 volume by Franciscius & Criegher in Venice, 1568. Heidelberg, 
Universitätsbibliothek, urn:nbn:de:bsz:16-diglit-129406. 
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Court preserve several such bequests: Nycholas Grove, barber, singles out his ‘gryn-
dyng stonys’ [grinding stones] and ‘a case with rasers’ [razors] to be passed on to his 
family and friends; the tailor Robert Fosster lists first among his possessions ‘a shop 
borde and 2 payer of sherres [shears] and 2 pryssyng yerns [pressing irons]’ (at 3s. 4d. 
also among his most valuable possessions); and Antony Copage, a surgeon, requests 
that all his ‘“enturmentes of stele”’ [instruments of steel] be left to his servant George 
on the condition that ‘he be of the same crafte’.21 The latter suggests particularly well 
the twinned financial and emotional power of Copage’s tools, whose prominent inclu-
sion suggests a parity with his books, finest clothes and the personal tokens left to his 
wife. Brunschwig or Vesalius’ tools are, after all, presented complete with their etched 
grips, animalistic foliate-ended handles and cuir bouilli cases, features that again link 
the manual craft of surgery back to the expensive output of other artisans who dwelt 
in the same socially and intellectually ambitious milieu. Extant saws bear little sign 
of their individual makers, besides the often generic or untraceable stamps on their 
blades, yet we must remember that such complex tools were doubtless crafted by mas-
ter makers, the decidedly delicate constructions of expert cutlers, goldsmiths and later 
(in an expanding early-modern marketplace) increasingly niche instrument-makers.22 
As the elaborate trade cards of such craftsmen grew to show, early-modern mak-
ers were as intricately tied to the trajectory of their objects as owners like Copage.23 
And earlier medieval and Renaissance craftsmen too, although largely anonymous, 
were similarly bound to their tools. A cast bronze epitaph of a Nuremberg instrument 
maker known only as Voyott, for example, takes particular care in the detailing and 
conspicuous display of his tools, a maker forever memorialised by his instruments.24 
Above a text extolling his skill, a cluster of Voyott’s specialities are suspended within 
a wreath: gouge, chisel, hammer and – standing like a central cenotaph within the 
frame – an upended saw.

By displaying the tools of their trade within their texts and on their tombs, such 
craftsmen were conceding that their objects possessed a more intricate, symbolic 
agency. For the surgeon, presenting one’s inventory proved that they were in posses-
sion of the tools actually needed to perform an operation, an aspect more important 
than it sounds. Even in 1554, by which time the practices of Vesalian exploratory 
anatomy were well underway in some academic quarters, a woodworker named Galop 
is recorded as being called to St Bartholomew’s Hospital in London to ‘practyse sur-
gery’ on a patient whose limb needed amputating with a saw, the man requested not 
for his anatomical expertise but merely his possession of the right equipment.25 As 
a guild-oriented craft it was particularly important for surgeons to control access 
to instruments, for this was in a very real sense a method of controlling practice. 
Possession of tools, therefore, conferred both social standing and professional power, 
active agents within surgical social circles and deeply intertwined with a sense of group 
technical command. Embodying both action and expertise, saws were non-textual car-
riers of such artisanal understanding, the display of instruments directly linked to the 
display of surgical knowledge.

I began with Paracelsus’ blurring of the body and machine, and in closing I want to 
briefly return to this idea to illustrate one more direction in which the agency of these 
saws can take us, perhaps a quieter and more contemplative one. As Mary Carruthers 
has so aptly shown, memory itself was conceived of in the later Middle Ages as a 
machina, a ‘machine for performing the tasks of invention’.26 Certainly depictions 
like Voyott’s or Brunschwig’s can be seen as evocative, memorialising even, presented 
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in a reified style comparable to contemporary visual inventories of relics in church 
treasuries.27 But it is not only a comparison with holy gatherings that remind us of 
the significant position of tools within the upper echelons of early modern society.

In 1544, August the Strong, Elector of Saxony, commissioned the renowned met-
alworker Leonhard Danner to create an extensive series of exceptional tools.28 Still 
preserved in museums in Dresden and Paris, they are remarkable in their breadth and 
skill: a bench for drawing wire inlaid with delicate, wooden intarsia scenes of the pro-
cessing court, engraved axes, hammers, clamps, planes and an enormous gilded saw 
intricately etched with decorative motifs and coats of arms. But Danner’s tools were 
explicitly not for use; they were display pieces designed to take their place within August’s 
ever-expanding and much-famed Wunderkammer.29 Accompanying the Elector’s cor-
nucopia of symbolic objects and conversation pieces, from gold-set nautilus shells to 
mother-of-pearl model ships, Danner’s tools were included in part for the sheer craft of 
their elegant making. But through their inclusion within the discursive and contempla-
tive space of the Wunderkammer, they also served to intellectualise craft and embody 
a group of idealised wielders for which they came to stand. August was, of course, not 
alone in this collecting obsession. Tools of work, including saws, featured in contem-
porary collections from Christian III of Denmark to the Holy Roman Emperor Kaiser 
Rudolf II, and in all of these collections the users of such instruments – woodworker and 
surgeon alike – were evoked in a learned milieu which sought to reify the world of good 
Christian work. In such idealised modes of looking and thinking, we can read a certain 
sense of craft-memory, perhaps even craft-nostalgia. This, after all, came at a broad his-
torical moment when certain processes of manufacture were modernising across Europe. 
Hydraulically operated sawmills were flourishing, automatous pieces of machinery with 
their own clear kinetic agency. Set besides these machines, the position of the manual 
saws as specifically hand-held, manipulable objects was perhaps what made them par-
ticularly prized in the Wunderkammern.30 Coincident with a tangible moment of human 
disengagement with such tools, we can begin to see their uncomfortable and convoluted 
form, insistently spiky and unpleasant in the surgeon’s hands, as a deliberate and con-
stant reminder of their almost antiquated ‘hand-held-ness’.

Surgical saws can be seen as both participants and eloquent commentators on the 
social worlds they actively witnessed. Their diverse forms of agency saw them fluctuate 
between ideas of intense beauty and intense function, a group of objects whose liminal 
liveliness makes them troublesome for historians to pin down. It seems appropriate, 
then, to leave the last word to one of these object agents themselves, another speaking 
surgical saw from sixteenth-century Germany, now in Vienna. Punning on the double 
meaning of the German spruch, translating as both ‘saw’ and ‘motto’, a short poetic 
verse etched onto its bow reminds us of the eloquence and agency, the fear and hope, 
that such saws could inspire:

Spruch: Grausam sieht mein Gestalt herein,
mit Angst, Schwäche und großer Pein,
wann das Werk nun ist vollendt
das trauern sich in Freude wendt.

Motto: Cruel looks are in my shape here lain,
with fear, weakness and great pain,
But when the work is then all ended,
mourning into joy is rendered.31
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12	 The Boots of Saint Hedwig
Thoughts on the Limits of the  
Agency of Things

Jacqueline E. Jung

Covering a full folio of the great fourteenth-century illuminated codex recounting  
her life story (the Vita Maior beatae Hedwigis, in the manuscript familiarly known as 
the Hedwig Codex), the holy duchess Hedwig, patron of Silesia (d.1242, can.1267) 
could well be regarded as the emblem of medieval art history’s material turn  
(Figure 12.1).1 Beneath a microarchitectural canopy, the luxuriously garbed saint domi-
nates the page’s surface with her physical presence, captivating both her diminutive 

Figure 12.1  �Vita beatae Hedwigis (Hedwig Codex), Silesia, 1353, fol. 12v: St Hedwig 
with Duke Ludwig of Liegnitz and Duchess Agnes. Los Angeles, J. Paul Getty 
Museum, Ludwig XI 7. 
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descendants who gaze at her from the borders and the living viewers toward whom she 
herself looks. Complementing Hedwig’s apparent physical substance is her adherence 
to material stuff. The fingers of her left hand grapple with the pages of a small prayer-
book, while her right hand clutches to her chest an ivory statuette of the Virgin and 
Child. A string of prayer beads stretches between these two things, as if to substantiate 
the voice that would convey the words from the manuscript to their divine recipients.

As devotional objects and as subjects of tactile encounter, Hedwig’s statuette and 
prayerbook have received much attention in recent scholarship.2 Easier to overlook 
are the soft, fur-lined, brown leather boots that lie slung across her right forearm. 
This is in part because they are camouflaged against the cascading folds of her cloak, 
and in part because they simply do not fit into the expected devotional toolkit of the 
late medieval holy woman. It is these boots that I wish to focus on here, for they call 
attention both to the power of material objects as mediators of the sacred and, para-
doxically, to the limits of the ‘agency of things.’ As we shall see, they point back, in 
subtle but palpable ways, to the human being – a conglomeration of will, actions, and 
physical presence – as the creative force effecting changes in the self and the social 
sphere. Before exploring the role shoes (and other things) played in the legend of St 
Hedwig, let us consider these things for what they are.

On Shoes and Being Worn

What, after all, could be more powerfully eloquent objects than shoes? Running the 
gamut between necessity and frivolity, shoes speak to their wearer’s myriad contacts 
with both the physical and the social world. To those who have gone without, they 
promise protection for the body’s most hard-working extremities.3 To those who have 
plenty, there is never enough. Fancy designer shoes, we know from recent history (wit-
ness Imelda Marcos) and popular culture (Sex and the City), are the exemplary objects of 
commodity fetishism, a role they have enjoyed at least since the age of Louis Quatorze.4 
When, at the end of the aforementioned television series, Carrie Bradshaw’s paramour 
slipped a blue satin pump on her foot as a proposal of marriage, this (easily ridiculed) 
action played into a deep tradition linking footwear with eros. The Cinderella story from 
which the scene derived represents but one instantiation of a larger set of expectations 
and practices found in Judaic, Muslim, pagan, and early medieval Christian cultures.5 
To bestow a shoe upon a woman was in early Germanic society an act of both generos-
ity and subjugation: this gift, after all, provided an interface between woman and world, 
enveloping her body precisely where it made physical contact with the ground. To accept 
the shoe was to accept the husband and his claims to mediation. Woe to the man whose 
prospective bride deemed his gift of shoes ill-fitting and sent them back! He was on a 
par with the henpecked Jewish husbands who, according to a Yiddish saying, ‘wore the 
slippers’ in the house, letting their wives take control of matters properly left to men.6

In the Judeo-Christian tradition, shoes (or, more often, sandals) bore great symbolic 
weight – and of course so did their removal. We might think here of God’s command 
to Moses in Exodus 3: 5 to ‘put off thy shoes from thy feet’ when approaching holy 
ground. The transfer of shoes between one man and another signaled the conclusion 
of a successful business or economic transaction, while to remove someone else’s shoe 
was an act of self-submission; the synoptic Gospels all have John the Baptist predict 
that ‘one will cometh after me . . ., the latchet of whose shoes I am not worthy to stoop 
down and loose[n]’ (Mk 1: 7).7 This implies that Jesus was expected (pace the early 
Franciscans) to traverse the harsh terrain of Judea in some kind of protective footgear.8 
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In biblical times and beyond, having one’s shoes removed by another person was the 
prerogative of the powerful, one reason why Jesus’s act of baring and washing his dis-
ciples’ feet on Maundy Thursday was such a potent act.9 Conversely, choosing to tread 
the earth barefoot signified a relinquishment of authority. God commanded Isaiah 
to ‘walk naked and barefoot’ to signal the impending defeat of the Egyptians and 
Ethiopians by the Assyrians (Is. 20: 2). And taking off one’s shoe to throw at another 
was in antiquity – as in modern Muslim cultures – a devastating insult.10

Shoes do not seem to have been used often as projectiles in medieval Europe. At 
least until the mid-fourteenth century, when narrow shoes with pointed extensions 
called poulaines (or pikes) became all the rage, their value was chiefly practical.11 The 
pious service of doling out shoes to men, women, and children was part of the reper-
toire of legendary holy men such as Crispin and Crispianus12 – but footwear donations 
were not just the domain of saints. Individual wills and institutional bequests from 
various countries indicate that people often left shoes, along with money or food, 
for the local poor.13 On the thirteenth-century choir screen of Strasbourg Cathedral, 
the program of the Seven Works of Mercy carved in the gables was even expanded 
to include the distribution of new footwear to the needy!14 In that (now-lost) relief, 
documented in a drawing by Jean-Jacques Arhardt, a lay couple brandished a pair 
of ankle-high boots like trophies over the outstretched hands of barefoot beggars.15 
A sermon by the Franciscan preacher Berthold of Regensburg, explaining the impos-
sibility of saving souls from hell, gives a glimpse of both the instrumentalization of 
other-world visions by charlatans and the desirability of shoes on the black market: ‘If 
someone says to you, ‘I was in hell and saw your father and your mother, and [they 
said] you could help them [by giving over] two shoes’ – believe me, you couldn’t help 
them with all the shoes in the world.’16

In sum: in a way that transcends time and place, shoes have symbolic value, they 
have aesthetic value, and they have practical value. They also possess something 
we might call presence value, a kind of agency as material indices of human lives. 
‘Working with shoes probably is one of the most difficult parts of working here,’ said 
Jolanta Banaś-Maciaszczyk, head of the preservation department at Auschwitz, in a 
New York Times report on the efforts to keep intact the ‘ghastly inventory’ of this con-
centration camp.17 The approximately 110,000 shoes of Auschwitz victims are kept 
in massive piles behind glass, filling rooms with the vibrant relics of absent bodies.18 
The power of shoes to evoke presence was harnessed, in a more artificial way, by the 
Hungarian film director Can Togay and sculptor Gyula Pauer, who lined a stretch of 
the Danube Promenade in Budapest with a row of sixty cast-iron shoes to commemo-
rate the Jewish men and women who were shot there and left to fall into the river.19

The life that thrums within empty leather is something that philosophers have rec-
ognized at least since Heidegger reflected on Van Gogh’s rustic clodhoppers in ‘The 
Origin of the Work of Art’ (1935). ‘A pair of peasant shoes and nothing more’ is what 
the picture seems to represent (Figure 12.2). And yet –

From the dark opening of the worn insides of the shoes the toilsome tread of the 
worker stares forth. In the stiffly rugged heaviness of the shoes there is the accumu-
lated tenacity of her [sic] slow trudge through the far-spreading and ever-uniform 
furrows of the field swept by a raw wind. On the leather lie the dampness and 
richness of the soil. Under the soles slides the loneliness of the field-path as evening 
falls. In the shoes vibrates the silent call of the earth, its quiet gift of the ripening 
grain and its unexplained refusal in the fallow desolation of the wintry field.20
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Heidegger envisioned the owner as an anonymous peasant woman, a view cor-
rected by Meyer Schapiro, who surmised that the shoes were the artist’s own.21 
Dietrich Schubert has recently suggested that these shoes were painted at the con-
clusion of Van Gogh’s long journey by foot, in 1880, from his home in Belgium to 
the northern French town of Courrières, where he visited the painter Jules Breton. 

22 This circumstance would have made the picture into a memento of what the artist 
regarded as a pilgrimage of deep spiritual import. However one understands them, 
what is clear is that the battered old shoes stand as eloquent relics – ‘vieille relique,’ 
as Van Gogh’s friend Paul Gauguin described them23 – of some body’s encounters 
with the world.

As the site where body and earth connect, shoes not only bear the traces of the 
world’s detritus; they also, more immediately than any other variety of clothing, index 
the presence of the absent body itself, testifying to its unique combination of weight 
and mass, its health, its hurts, its distinctive gait. This fact is what makes the Auschwitz 
shoes so unbearable. It is also what can make shoes objects of desire. Let us listen to 
Thomas Hardy, an English author of fiction who was no less sensitive than Heidegger 
to the eloquence of things.24 In his 1872 novel Under the Greenwood Tree he gathered 
some rustic characters, including a cobbler, around the footwear a young woman had 
left behind. ‘Their glances . . . converg[ing] like wheel-spokes upon the boot at [their] 
center,’ the men admired

Figure 12.2  �Vincent Van Gogh, A Pair of Shoes, 1886. Amsterdam, Van Gogh Museum. 
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this interesting receptacle of the little unknown’s foot – and a very pretty boot it 
was. A character in fact – the flexible bend at the instep, the rounded localities of 
the small nestling toes – scratches from careless scampers now forgotten – all, as 
repeated in the telltale leather, evidencing a nature and a bias.25

This is intimate, heady stuff. Dick, the book’s protagonist and the girl’s eventual lover, 
‘surveyed it with a delicate feeling that he had no right to do so without having first 
asked the owner of the foot’s permission.’

The cobbler proceeds to compare the lady’s boot to a rough-and-tumble example 
nearby, noting that, despite their drastically different appearances, his specialized eyes 
can discern the connectedness of their wearers. ‘To you, nothing,’ he declares, ‘but ’tis 
father’s voot and daughter’s voot to me as plain as houses.’ ‘I don’t doubt there’s a 
likeness,’ a companion replies, ‘a mild likeness – a fantastical likeness. But I han’t got 
imagination enough to see it perhaps.’

To observe familial relationships in the shapes of well-worn shoes indeed requires 
a combination of an eloquently empty artefact and a beholder imaginative enough to 
reinfuse it with presence. What both Heidegger and Hardy’s men are recognizing here is 
what Michel de Certeau called ‘the fascinating presence of absences.’26 The phrase was 
inspired by a visit to the Shelburne Museum in Vermont, a reconstructed nineteenth-
century village where the author had seen ‘innumerable familiar objects, polished, 
deformed, or made more beautiful by long use . . . [displaying] the marks of active hands 
and laboring or patient bodies for which these things composed the daily circuits.’27

Reading bodies into sewing machines or shoes is of course not merely a literary or 
philosophical fancy; historians of material culture do this all the time.28 A series of 
excavations undertaken in London in the mid-1980s yielded a cache of garments and 
shoes that reveal much not only about manufacturing techniques and changing fash-
ions but about the physiques, ailments, and ambulatory mannerisms of late medieval 
townsfolk.29 One unpretentious late-fourteenth century shoe displays heavy wear on 
the inner surfaces of the sole and some loosening of the stitching on the correspond-
ing part of the vamp, revealing that its wearer walked with a pigeon-toed gait; extra 
stitching added around the outer side helped the shoe recover its symmetry.30 Its 
wearer was hardly a fashion victim, but the same cannot be said of the folks who 
squeezed their feet into the pointed shoes that became all the rage beginning in the 
1370s.31 To retain the shape of these shoes the leather had to be quite stiff, and it is no 
wonder that people who wore them daily developed all kinds of problems, as we can 
see in Figure 12.3.32 Bunions, arthritis, hammer-toe – such painful ailments were both 
caused and exacerbated by the shoes, affecting the shape of the sufferer’s feet, the way 
they hit the ground, and, we can surmise, the configuration of his bodily posture as 
he moved along the streets.33 Such a person could strike back at these agents of his 
discomfort, slicing the leather where her joints swelled or her toes curled to give her 
feet some relief.34 It is difficult to think of a more intimate confrontation of persons 
and things, each an active agent in giving shape and expression to the other. Ordinary 
people from the Middle Ages seldom recorded their mundane experiences in writing,  
but their shoes testify powerfully to their vanity, their pains, their yearning for  
comfort – their erstwhile bodily presence traversing the ground.35 I ask readers to 
hold all this in mind as we return to the duchess Hedwig and her material world.
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St Hedwig, Material Things, and the ‘Fascinating Presence of Absences’

It is important to keep in mind too that neither the text of Hedwig’s life (the Vita 
Maior) nor its attendant images present an unmediated view of their subject. Though 
based in part on eyewitness reports, the Vita was not composed until around 1300, 
nearly sixty years after her death, and was made to conform in many respects to the 
expectations about holy women that had accrued in the intervening decades.36 The 
Hedwig Codex was created in 1353 at the behest of Hedwig’s descendant Ludwig 
I, duke of Liegnitz and Brieg.37 The images, newly invented for this manuscript by a 

Figure 12.3  �Three medieval shoes and the problems they caused to feet. Photo from: 
Francis Grew and Margrethe de Neergaard, Shoes and Pattens. Medieval Finds 
from Excavations in London: 2, rev. edn (Woodbridge: Boydell, 2001), 109.
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single artist working in dark ink with soft washes of color, are thus remarkable docu-
ments not so much of Hedwig’s life as of its interpretive reception; we see here the 
way a particularly thoughtful ymagier, working closely with the scribe and his aris-
tocratic patrons, sought to define the virtues of his subject.38 Subsequent artists who 
commemorate Hedwig in more public images (for example, a painted altar wing from 
Wrocław now in the National Museum in Warsaw) would retain the basic contours of 
these miniatures’ iconography while transforming their details, muting the illumina-
tor’s subtle reflections offered on the agency of people in relation to things.39

Hedwig was born in 1174 into a family, led by the Duke of Andechs Berthold IV 
and his second wife Agnes of Wettin, that enjoyed a jaw-dropping level of wealth, 
prestige, and cultural influence.40 Her brother Eckbert was the bishop of Bamberg; 
her elder sister Agnes wed King Philip Augustus of France and bore him a son; her 
younger sister Gertrude was the wife of King Andrew of Hungary, with whom she 
had a daughter, the future Saint Elizabeth.41 Like her sisters and, eventually, her char-
ismatic niece, Hedwig married an illustrious man, Duke Henry the Bearded of Silesia, 
and bore him seven children before insisting on a formal vow of chastity.42 From that 
point until his death in 1238, the Vita tells us, Hedwig interacted with her husband 
voluntarily only when she wanted to promote the needs of the poor or the monastic 
communities she supported.43 Because women could not officially establish religious 
institutions, Hedwig needed Henry’s assistance in 1203 to found what would become 
her most prized community, the Cistercian convent at Trzebnica, which she initially 
staffed with nuns from Bamberg.44 She herself never took Holy Orders, but was a regu-
lar visitor at the convent while remaining active in the public sphere both before and 
after her husband’s death in 1238, engaging with the needy in various ways: in the text 
and images of the Codex we find her feeding, washing, and giving money to the poor, 
sending candles to prisoners, and gaining people’s release from capital punishment.45

Illustrating one of these episodes, an image on the upper half of fol. 64v shows a 
disheveled criminal being cut down from the gallows and falling to his knees before 
Hedwig, whose pleas for mercy have softened her husband’s judgment (Figure 12.4 top). 
The grateful man’s kneeling posture, uplifted hands, and rightward orientation find 
echoes in a figure in the page’s lower register – this time a female derelict whom 
Hedwig saves from a different crippling fate (Figure 12.4, bottom). This local woman, 
named Quirna, has found herself unable to release the rod she was using to drive her 
husband’s mill on a Sunday. The miller having trimmed the rod down to portable size, 
he has led his hapless wife, her fingers wrapped tight around it, to Hedwig. The duch-
ess’s prayers, along with the offender’s promise never again to break the Sabbath laws, 
succeed in loosening her cramped hands. The episode is comical and overtly didactic, 
but the image of the woman clasping the stick resonates powerfully in this manuscript, 
for it forms a foil to images of Hedwig herself clutching an ivory statuette of the 
Madonna and Child both during her life and after her death (see Figures 12.1, 12.12, 
12.14, 12.15). We shall return to this point. For now, let us stick with the highly mate-
rial, body-oriented brand of piety that this motif epitomizes.

In the private sphere of the convent at Trzebnica, this piety took many forms. It 
could involve works of art, as when Hedwig prayed before a crucifix and summoned 
it to life.46 In the illustration on fol. 24v, the painter emphasizes the immediacy of 
Hedwig’s engagement with Christ in the object (Figure 12.5 top). The text tells us 
that her custom was to pray prostrate on the floor of the convent choir; as she did 
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so, another nun saw the crucifix remove his right hand from the cross to bless the 
saint, and heard him assure Hedwig that he would grant her request.47 But although 
in the picture the second nun retains her place as an onlooker and authenticator of 
the vision, the artist has transformed the scene into an intimate and direct visual 
dialogue: Christ, the active agent, addresses the petitioning saint, who in turn kneels 
upright and gazes forthrightly into his face. Blood spurts from his side wound and 
trickles over his ribs – red pigment flicked onto the vellum in a manner similar to its 
application in the scene of Hedwig’s own bodily mortifications (Figure 12.6 bottom). 
Here we find the saint, with her crimson-lined cloak still wrapped around her hips, 
performing her weekly ritual of first flagellating herself and then, exhausted, forcing 
her reluctant maidservant Demundis to continue the work.48 The women who took 
up the flail after Hedwig’s exertions tended to notice that drops of blood still clung 

Figure 12.4  �Hedwig Codex, Silesia, 1353, fol. 64v: A hanged man is released thanks to 
Hedwig’s intervention (top); a woman who has worked a mill on a Sunday 
appeals to Hedwig to loosen her hands from her tool (bottom). Los Angeles, 
J. Paul Getty Museum, Ludwig XI 7.
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Figure 12.5  �Hedwig Codex, Silesia, 1353, fol. 24v: A crucifix speaks to Hedwig during 
prayer (top); Hedwig cleanses herself and her grandchildren with the water 
nuns used to wash their feet (bottom). Los Angeles, J. Paul Getty Museum, 
Ludwig XI 7. 

to the leather.49 The flail, as a material object, helped Hedwig refashion her flesh into 
something resembling the suffering Christ’s – and told the tale of her efforts to those 
who examined it afterward.50

There were of course gentler ways of changing one’s body into an image. At the 
top of fol. 46r Hedwig sits at her private table at the convent, taking a modest meal 
while a nun reads scripture aloud (Figure 12.7 top). Flanked by embodiments of 
activity (the singing sister) and temporary idleness (the nun at the left who waits), 
Hedwig freezes in mid-motion: so great is her attention to the holy words that her 
hand, holding a morsel of food, halts before reaching her mouth and she sits there 
stiffly, like a statue or painted icon.51 The episode pictured immediately below moves 
us from the mundane to the sublime (Figure 12.7 bottom). Rapt in solitary prayer, 
the saint was once suddenly encompassed by a light of indescribable radiance and 
intensity. The spectacle was so shocking, the text informs us, that the sole witness to 
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the event, a veteran servant named Bogoslaus, left the house in terror.52 The rubric 
near his head underscores this response, stating that Boguzlaus de Savon pavore ter-
ritus recessit, but the picture again tells a different story. The old man appears to be 
lunging into the room through an arched window as if drawn by the saint’s magnetic 
presence, with face raised and eyes wide open. Hedwig, her back turned to him, peers 
through a square aperture toward the ineffable divine; the subject of her vision, some-
where beyond this architectural threshold in the blank margin of the page, remains 
out of our view.

Here and throughout the manuscript, Hedwig herself – both her body as object and 
the actions it performs – is the agent of her own contact with God and the sign to oth-
ers of her special favors from him. Very often she is shown acting alone and observed 

Figure 12.6  �Hedwig Codex, Silesia, 1353, fol. 38v: Hedwig crawls barefoot to church 
through the snow, leaving bloody footprints behind (top); Hedwig flagellates 
herself, then has an attendant continue the process (bottom). Los Angeles, J. 
Paul Getty Museum, Ludwig XI 7. 
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surreptitiously by witnesses in the margins, who, we must assume, are the sources of 
information that comprised the Vita.53 When Hedwig performs devotions centered on 
other people, by contrast, she waits until they are gone. For example, the Vita tells us 
that when the sisters of Trzebnica gathered for dinner table, she would slip into the 
choir of their church and kiss the individual nuns’ stalls (Figure 12.8 top).54 The artist 
renders this space ambiguous, positioning Hedwig’s legs in such a way as to occlude a 
view of the wooden dividers between the two seats, yet nesting her halo directly within 
the arc of the niche. The niche itself, of course, is meant to embrace individual bodies 
from behind, not to canopy their heads.55 Framed by this opening, Hedwig fuses with 
the object: she solidifies into the furniture while animating it through her own pres-
ence, highlighting its inherent anthropomorphism. Juxtaposed with Hedwig’s physical 
form, the abstract opening of the right-hand niche resolves into the shape of a nun’s 

Figure 12.7  �Hedwig Codex, Silesia, 1353, fol. 46r: Hedwig’s hand freezes in place as  
she listens to scripture during dinner (top); Hedwig levitates and glows while  
she prays (bottom). Los Angeles, J. Paul Getty Museum, Ludwig XI 7.
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veiled head: it echoes the observing sister’s contours, but with the head now tilted 
forward as if bowed in prayer. This reminds us, very subtly, that Hedwig’s devotion 
is not to the choir stalls but to the women they held. The thing is important insofar as 
it contained the nuns’ bodies, and in that respect it is never really empty. For viewers 
like St Hedwig, with ‘imagination enough to see them,’ the stalls always reverberated 
with the fascinating presence of their living occupants.

When the women were in choir, Hedwig discovered their presence in other places, 
lingering in other things. ‘She would go up into their dormitory,’ the text tells us, ‘and 
humbly and devoutly kiss all the stairs that the nuns trod, and even the footstools by 
their beds and the switches with which they beat themselves.’56 The artist here could 
have composed a nice vignette of Hedwig in their sleeping quarters, but chose instead 
to single out the objects that most powerfully oscillated between absence and presence 

Figure 12.8  �Hedwig Codex, Silesia, 1353, fol. 24r: Hedwig kisses the nuns’ choir stalls 
in the Trzebnica convent (top), kisses the stairs to their dormitories and their 
used hand-towels (bottom). Los Angeles, J. Paul Getty Museum, Ludwig XI 7.
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(fol. 24r; Figure 12.8, bottom left). Look at the remarkable staircase she kisses. The 
zigzagging line of the steps’ outer boundary, with its alternating pattern of grey and 
white, and the stark contrasts of illumination and shading on the steps themselves give 
this structure an extraordinary sense of volumetric presence. The solidity of its spatial 
construction is no less palpable than that of the little row of cells, with their steeply 
pitched roofs, to which it leads. The artist is intent on letting us know that Hedwig 
is indeed kissing the stairs: look how he has sketched the corner of one step over her 
halo, as if the thing were leaping up to touch her mouth. But it is not the stairs as such 
that merit her loving engagement; it is the women who daily traversed them.

The accordion-like folds of the stairs slicing across the folio’s lower quadrant give 
the surrounding blank surface a remarkable palpability and spaciousness. In both 
its formal composition and its vacillation between surface and space, presence and 
absence, the structure finds a surprising resonance with the work of Rachel Whiteread, 
particularly her Untitled (Stairs) of 2001 at the Tate Modern in London or her Untitled 
(Domestic) of 2002 in the Albright-Knox Art Gallery in Buffalo. But Whiteread’s casts 
of the spaces once defined by objects or architecture have an unsettling tendency to 
stimulate the viewer’s wish to engage with a recognizable space and then block it off, 
frustrating both the viewer’s imaginative entry and her ability to envision others occu-
pying the space.57 The artist of the Hedwig Codex, by contrast, uses objects like the 
staircase to open up the field of imaginative projection for both his protagonist and 
beholders.

The image’s suggestive capacity extends into the adjacent vignette (Figure 12.8, bot-
tom right), where we witness Hedwig in the nuns’ living quarters, kissing the towels 
with which they have washed their hands ‘in enormous love and virtuous humility –  
particularly in the places where they showed the most dirt.’58 Although the text pro-
ceeds to describe her ‘making the sign of the cross on her eyes and breast with these 
unclean cloths, as if they were holy relics,’ the painter shows no tactile engagement, 
placing Hedwig instead in the empty space between the towels. This leaves viewers to 
imagine her manipulating the cloths that she sees as still infused with the holy presence 
of the unseen nuns. By imagining her fondling the clothes, we perform the same kind 
of projection of people onto objects that Hedwig does when she treats those objects as 
sacred. In this light it is tempting to read the sketchy patterns of crosses and hooked 
crosses, painted in vivid white against the creamy wash of the cloths, not as embroi-
dered designs but as visible traces of Hedwig’s gestures. By treating these ordinary 
hand-towels ‘as if they were holy relics,’ she made them into holy relics. Here again, 
the focus of both text and image is not on the sanctity of the sisters or the special qual-
ity of their material environment. What is special is Hedwig’s devotion to the women 
through the things they touched – the rich imagination that, like Hardy’s cobbler’s, 
enabled her to find the sparkling human presence in the stuff of daily life.

Sometimes that presence was not so sparkling, as when Hedwig used the dirty water 
in which the nuns had washed their feet to cleanse ‘her own eyes and face’; indeed, we 
learn, she would wash ‘her whole head and neck’ in that water, as well as the faces of 
her ‘little grandchildren,’ born aristocrats all (Figure 12.5).59 This was a thing ‘to be 
marveled at’ (mirandum est); medieval readers were clearly not expected to think that 
the dirt from monastic women’s feet was something to be sought out. In this image the 
artist has rendered palpable the material substance of the dirt by scribbling deep lines 
within the murky gray wash that fills the tub – lines that suggest not only the filth of 
the nuns’ feet but also the vital, active presence of the draftsman’s hand.
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No dirt appears on these figures’ faces, but Hedwig was known to leave traces of 
her own body for others to see and marvel at: footprints laced with blood that clung 
to rocks and dirt and snow as she made her way, often tired and weakened by fast-
ing, from her home to various churches in the area between Wrocław and Trzebnica 
(Figure 12.6 top). Her own feet, the Vita tells us, were seldom washed. ‘Their soles 
were raw and hard and had many large cracks, into which one could fit a twig (festuca) 
or even a finger.’60 They bled frequently, not only when she was trudging through the 
cold but also when she was resting at home, though she seldom seemed to notice or to 
be bothered by it herself.61 Why did Hedwig have such foot problems? Because, as you 
have undoubtedly predicted, she did not wear shoes.

This was evidently a huge deal. We must remember that Hedwig was about six 
years older than Francis of Assisi, whose followers would make bare feet an emblem 
of their brand of urban religiosity.62 During her lifetime, going barefoot outdoors 
was hardly commonplace – especially in northern Europe, especially for people of 
high status, and especially for women.63 Even in the fourteenth century, the bare feet 
she displays in the full-page miniature and elsewhere in the manuscript would have 
looked as strange and incongruous as those sported in public by particularly daring 
or drunken celebrities.64 In the Hedwig Codex, nine columns of text over six folio 
surfaces (fols. 34v–37) detail the duchess’s refusal to wear shoes, the resulting damage 
to her feet, and the conflicts this form of asceticism caused with the people who cared 
about her.65 One can sympathize with her husband, Duke Henry, who insisted (surely 
for symbolic as well as practical reasons) that she put shoes on and grew angry when 
she did not. One day, in a miracle highlighted by a manicule in the codex’s margin  
(fol. 35), her husband made a surprise visit to her quarters.66 Mirabile dictu, God, ‘the 
one for whose sake she kept her feet bare,’ instantly made shoes appear on her feet so 
that she would escape his indignation (Figure 12.9 top).

Normally Hedwig kept what the text calls ‘shoes’ (calciata) tucked under her arm. 
Both the full-page image and the narrative vignettes that portray her rejection of foot-
wear, by contrast, show tall, soft boots slung over her arm (Figures 12.1, 12.9). This 
is a bit of artistic license that makes them more visible, but it may also have had social 
resonance. In the mid-fourteenth century, such boots were seriously out of fashion. 
Even in monastic communities, evidence survives of people rejecting the leather boots 
they were allotted in favor of low-cut, lightweight shoes with pointed toes (much to 
the chagrin of authorities).67 The very fact that Hedwig carries boots, and not the 
pointed shoes that her husband and his retinue wear, is already a sign of her self-
imposed austerity.

In any case, in both text and image, not only her bare feet but also the unworn 
boots became a visual hallmark of Hedwig’s sanctity– and the impetus of her best joke 
in the Vita.

One of her confessors, an abbot Gunther of Leubus, once gave her a pair of new 
shoes and ordered her to wear them. She accepted them gladly, but instead of 
wearing them, carried them around under her arm. After a year, the abbot repri-
manded her for her disobedience, whereupon she showed him the shoes, just as 
new and unused as when she had gotten them, and said humbly [with a play on 
the fact that the Latin word portare, like the German tragen, means both ‘to wear’ 
and ‘to carry’]: ‘My father, I was indeed obedient; here are the shoes you gave me, 
and I have carried/worn them often [et ego eos frequenter portavi].’68
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Figure 12.9  �Hedwig Codex, Silesia, 1353, fol. 38r: Hedwig’s normally bare feet are 
miraculously shod when her husband surprises her in her chamber (top); 
Hedwig demonstrates to her confessor how she has ‘worn’ the shoes he gave 
her (bottom). Los Angeles, J. Paul Getty Museum, Ludwig XI 7. 

This confrontation is what we see at the bottom of fol. 38r (Figure 12.9), but here 
the merriment is transferred onto Hedwig’s two attendants, who huddle together in 
the corner and point sassily toward the stern abbot, while the saint kneels in feigned 
innocence.

When our artist included these boots among Hedwig’s devotional accessories in the 
showstopping full-page image (Figure 12.1), then, it was not because of any special 
material properties they possessed. It was not even because they were relics that bore 
the imprint of a body’s encounters with the world, like Van Gogh’s shoes or Hardy’s 
dainty boot or the slashed-up shoes of hammer-toed townspeople (Figures 12.2, 12.3). 
It was because she carried them. Otherwise devoid of her presence, the boots served to 
index her attitude and her actions – her strong-willed behavior toward male authori-
ties, her circumvention of noble decorum, her cheeky wit, her willingness to wreck her 
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Figure 12.10  �Sculpture of St Bartholomew, wood with polychromy, southern Germany or 
Switzerland, c.1470. Fribourg (Switzerland), Musée d’art et d’histoire. 

feet, just as she wracked her flesh, for God. As things, the boots are just dead weight –  
scraps of once-living flesh no more useful, in themselves, than the flayed skin that St 
Bartholomew holds in so much late medieval devotional imagery (Figure 12.10).69

Willful as it might seem, the comparison between Hedwig’s empty boots and 
Bartholomew’s flaccid flesh is appropriate not only because both are devoid of life; 
Bartholomew also happened to be the patron saint of the Trzebnica convent and of the 
Piasts, the Silesian clan into which Hedwig had married.70 As such he appears in the 
Hedwig Codex, along with St Vincent, as a sculpture on the main altar of the convent 
church (Figure 12.11, bottom left). It is at this point in the visual narrative that we first 
see the ivory statuette that the duchess was also known to carry around. Interestingly, 
the page showing Hedwig’s shoe controversies (fol. 38r, Figure 12.9) and that showing 
her praying at the altar are composed similarly (fol. 46v, Figure 12.11). In the upper 
register of each, Hedwig, standing with her attendants, confronts a male authority fig-
ure across a blank space: in the former page it is her husband demanding that she wear 
shoes, and in the latter her chaplain, who introduces a layman disguised as a priest who 
will read her the mass. In each lower register, the duchess kneels and makes gestures of 
prayer. In the one case she faces her confessor, who bears an empty boot curled around 
his staff; in the other she faces her church’s sacred patrons, one of whom bears his old 
flesh on a rod balanced on his shoulder like a grisly bindle. And in the one case Hedwig 
lets her own boots droop over her arm – dead, useless items – while in the other she 
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clutches to her chest both a set of rosary beads and the ivory figurines, the Holy Mother 
and Child, whose halos testify to their living, vibrant presence despite their status as 
artificial representations.

Although the statuette represented Christianity’s most important characters, and 
although our artist has pictured them with slight shifts in position and gaze, as if they 
were animate beings,71 the Vita ascribes no agency to the object at all. Hedwig holds 
it ‘in order to gaze at it lovingly,’ and seeing it ‘strengthens her devotion and arouses 
her to greater love of the glorious Virgin.’72 When Hedwig holds the figure up to sick 
people, they are healed – not through the power of Mary, but as a sign of ‘the great 
rewards gained by one who always carried the Mother of God with her out of the 
zeal of love.’73 Although the illuminator did not show Hedwig holding the statuette 
on her deathbed at Trzebnica (fol. 82v; Figure 12.12), he did append to that scene a 
vignette testifying to the saint’s eventual presence in absence: in a twist on Hedwig’s 
own practices (see Figure 12.5), a sister washes her face and drinks of the water 

Figure 12.11  �Hedwig Codex, Silesia, 1353, fol. 46v: Hedwig converses with her chaplain 
(top); Hedwig prays at altar of Trzebnica convent church holding ivory 
statuette and gives the statuette to others to kiss (bottom). Los Angeles, J. 
Paul Getty Museum, Ludwig XI 7. 
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that had been used to clear the saint’s corpse, and finds herself cured of her chronic 
thirst (Figure 12.12, bottom right). But the little sculpture returned, nestled against 
Hedwig’s abdomen like an infant in the womb, when she was shown liturgically com-
memorated and prepared for burial (fol. 87r; Figure 12.13).

When, in the process of her canonization in 1267, she was exhumed and her relics 
translated into the church, Hedwig’s left hand remained intact, clutching the ivory 
figure as a sign of her deathless devotion.74 The statuette itself was merely a repre-
sentation; its importance resided in the fact that it could be grasped. As an index and 
confirmation of sanctity, it was the woman’s uncorrupted hand that bore the agency 
in this scenario, and formed the focus of devotional attention (Figure 12.14 bottom). 
The detached hand clasping the figurine, carried by a solemn-faced bishop, occupies 
a central place in the image of the official procession into church. Before him stands 
another cleric cradling the saint’s haloed skull, preparing to follow candle-bearing 
deacons into the portal; behind him, another dignitary clutches more bones (including 
a near-intact right hand) while a passel of noble laymen wearing daggers – and, in one 
case, fine pointed shoes – look on mournfully. Hedwig, reduced to an assortment of 

Figure 12.12  �Hedwig Codex, Silesia, 1353, fol. 82v: Hedwig is attended by saints on her 
deathbed (top), then breathes her last in the presence of nuns (bottom). Los 
Angeles, J. Paul Getty Museum, Ludwig XI 7. 
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Figure 12.13  �Hedwig Codex, Silesia, 1353, fol. 87r: Hedwig is liturgically commemorated 
(top) and prepared for burial (bottom). Los Angeles, J. Paul Getty Museum, 
Ludwig XI 7. 

parts, has made the transition from person to thing, and we, along with the book’s 
original readers, can rest assured that she would assume a new, enduring form of 
power through her relics.75

The pictorial program also includes scenes of miracles enacted near and far from her 
body before its translation, but I want to close with that central motif in the procession 
image: the man in the crowd, holding a hand that grasps a sculpture of a woman hold-
ing a child who touches her. For this little sequence of nested bodies, with the sculpted 
artefact at their center, stands as an inverted exemplar of the pattern we have charted 
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throughout this manuscript – one that, in my view, is vital as we art historians reflect 
on our métier in the midst of the present ‘material turn.’ I am referring to the celebra-
tion of the human-made object (the choir-stall, the hand-cloth, the shoe, etc.) that was 
physically empty but nonetheless replete with the presence of the women or men who 
made it, touched it, inhabited it, looked at it – the human agents who gave the thing 
life. This model extends to the Hedwig Codex itself, whose pictures – which their 
sketchy outlines, thin coloration, abundant pentimenti and corrective scrapings – are 
so cheerfully open in their revelation of the artist’s nimble hands and mind at work.

In this light, the full-page depiction of St Hedwig assumes a new aspect (Figure 12.1). 
With her empty boots calling attention to her bare feet, with her prayerbook and statu-
ette evincing her own devotional agency, with her beautifully drawn body providing a 
model for her adoring descendants, Hedwig does not emblematize the ‘agency of things’ 

Figure 12.14  �Hedwig Codex, Silesia, 1353, fol. 137v: Hedwig is exhumed (top) and her 
relics processed into church at her canonization in 1267 (bottom). Los 
Angeles, J. Paul Getty Museum, Ludwig XI 7. 
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after all.76 Rather, she insists that we remember all those absent people – the makers, 
subjects, and recipients of art – whose fascinating presence we can still discern, with 
some imagination, in the things they left behind.77
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