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xiv 	 N ot e s  o n   C o n t r i bu to rs

Suzanne Lewis is Professor Emerita at Stanford University, and a Fellow of the Medieval 
Academy of America. She is the author of many articles and reviews, as well as several 
books: The Art of Matthew Paris in the Chronica Majora (1987); Reading Images: 
Narrative Discourse and Reception in the Thirteenth‐Century Illuminated Apocalypse 
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and reliquaries. Among his recent publications about this topic and medieval collec-
tions are: “Trésor et reliques, ou l’effet collection,” Cahiers de Saint‐Michel‐de‐Cuxa, XLI 
(2010), pp. 27–36; “Trésor et collection au 12e siècle: Remarques sur le cas de l’Abbaye 
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Series Editor’s Preface

Wiley Blackwell Companions to Art History is a series of edited collections designed 
to cover the discipline of art history in all its complexities. Each volume is edited 
by specialists who lead a team of essayists, representing the best of leading scholar-
ship, in mapping the state of research within the subfield under review, as well as 
pointing toward future trends in research.

This Companion to Medieval Art presents a challenging set of essays that give 
a clear analytical survey of what is happening in this major area of Western art 
history. Attention is paid to the historiography of the period; theories of the 
image, reception, and vision; architectural design; and the concept of revival with 
particular reference to a broad range of Northern European examples. Together, 
these themes combine to provide an exciting and varied study that will be essential 
reading for students and teachers of medieval art.

As one of the first volumes to appear, A Companion to Medieval Art set the 
tone and pace for new and innovative approaches offered in this series, and its 
publication in this new edition is a reflection of the impact it has had on the field 
of study.

Dana Arnold, 2005 and 2019



In a work specifically devoted to the theory and practice of learning, Hugh of 
St. Victor, the great Parisian scholar and polyhistor, wrote in around 1125: “The 
number of books is infinite – don’t chase after the infinite.” A few pages later, 
however, this ally of Bernard of Clairvaux and apparent advisor to Abbot Suger 
on his famous art program at St.-Denis also said: “Learn everything … nothing 
is superfluous!” Herein lies the sometimes almost overwhelming challenge to the 
scholar. To say that scholarship has grown a bit since the early twelfth century 
would be facetious. We all know that there is too much to read, that it is impos-
sible to keep current with the vast output of a given field, something that is no 
less true for the medieval art historian than it is for the scholar of any other field. 
(Cf. the words of the exceptionally well‐read Willibald Sauerländer in The Cloisters, 
ed. E. Parker, p. 29.) Yet, as scholarship grows, it seems as if there has never been 
a greater desire, even necessity, to understand the issues and arguments that have 
contributed to the formation of the current state of the field. The present book 
is an attempt to respond to this dilemma for the medieval art historian, to help 
strike a balance between the desire to have a broad and informed historiographical 
grasp of the field and the near impossibility of achieving this.

There have been a number of good historiographical studies on medieval art in 
the past, both overviews and more narrowly focused pieces. But there has been 
nothing in English that has attempted the breadth of this work, nothing that has 
approached the subject through such a wide variety of discrete themes and media, 
topics both that have been of concern for many generations and that are of more 
recent interest. This volume is one of the first in an ambitious new series whose 
goal is “to map the state of research” throughout world art history. It has as its 
geographical and chronological limits Northern Europe during the Romanesque 
and Gothic periods (c.1000–1300). It will later be joined by a volume covering 
the Early Christian through Ottonian and Byzantine periods, as well as by one 

Preface to the First Edition
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that incorporates the later Middle Ages. It is aimed at both scholars and advanced 
undergraduates.

Aside from the series’ limits on chronology, geography, and the number and 
length of the essays, there were very few other restrictions imposed on this vol-
ume. I conceived of it in a way that I hope will address the needs of the field as 
broadly as possible. After a broad introduction are a number of chapters on current 
methodological or conceptual issues (vision, reception, narrative, etc.). These are 
followed by several thematic pieces that might be thought of as unconnected to 
any specific media (image theory, patronage, collecting, etc.), some presentations 
of long‐established subfields (architecture, sculpture, painting, the sumptuous 
arts, the Crusader states), a few thematic studies that are either subsets or group-
ings of the subfields (architectural layout, sculptural programs, pilgrimage art, 
etc.), and finally two chapters on medieval art in the modern era (modern revivals 
of medieval architecture and the modern medieval museum). In all this, there has 
been a conscious mix of older and younger scholars.

Unfortunately, for a number of reasons, not every topic that I would like to 
have had covered was able to be included. And while it is my belief it is virtu-
ally impossible to have a truly satisfying organization with this particular material 
because of the fundamental conceptual unity of so much of medieval art and the 
resultant interlocking nature of much of its scholarship, I certainly might have 
conceived of the selection of essays differently after having gone through the 
experience of participating in this project, an undertaking with its own challenges.

In the same way that I was given nearly complete freedom as editor, so I used 
this as a guiding principle for the contributing authors, believing that it is not 
only impossible to impose universal standards on independent‐minded scholars 
in a case like this, but that it is wrong to try. I asked them to trace out past 
issues, current trends, and, when possible, what might seem to be future direc-
tions. I also asked them to find a balance between a “factual” recounting of the 
previous literature and their own scholarly opinions, so that the essays would be 
both of value to students and of interest to scholars. This was not an easy charge, 
especially given the strict length limits imposed by the series. Nor were the 
basic parameters of each essay similar. Some authors were heavily burdened with 
nineteenth‐century precedent, while others dealt with topics that have not yet 
found headings in the periodical indexes. In the end, one chapter may approach 
its subject in such a way as to be a model of analysis of the secondary literature, 
another may give a great deal of attention to the establishment of crucial for-
mative institutions, and another still may approach the topic from the angle of 
the work of art. Some pull the literature together in a way not done before, con-
tributing a dimension of additional analysis and so take the subject further than 
before. All reveal how generation after generation of scholars approached the 
subject – archeological strata of understanding that have shaped our conception 
of the field today. As a group, they exemplify perhaps every mindset (and combi-
nations of mindsets) that can be applied to the subject: traditional and innovative, 
pragmatic and creative, clinically analytical and broadly reflective. Ultimately, this 



	 P r e fac e  to  t h e  F i rst  E d it i o n 	 xxi

is not a systematic historiography of medieval art – something that could only be 
written by a single author – but a collection of essays covering a broad number of 
topics and taking a varied number of approaches. But it is also one that, I hope, 
will help build bridges between the different subfields of medieval art history 
for those of us who are increasingly forced to pursue our own areas of study in 
seeming isolation.

Finally, while scholars have always recognized the importance of a historio-
graphical understanding of the field, there seems to be an increasingly strong 
feeling today that such an understanding also helps facilitate learning on the 
part of students. Many of the concepts and issues that run throughout this 
book represent, for me, some of my earliest memories of the study of art history. 
Working with these concepts and issues in the course of producing this volume 
has underscored for me the excitement of studying medieval art history, reminded 
me why I got into the field in the first place – something I hope will also be the 
case with the younger scholars who use this book.

A work like this is the result of many debts. I would first like to thank the 
authors of this volume themselves. I know that each one of them had his or her 
own research waiting when I first approached them, research that was set aside in 
order to take on this work as a service to the field. Three, in particular, worked on 
through personal adversities of the most trying kind. Another, the late Harvey Stahl, 
courageously took up his essay though he knew he might be unable to complete 
it. I would also like to express my gratitude to those colleagues who generously 
suggested potential authors for some of the essays in this book, including Dana 
Arnold, Stacy Boldrick, Michelle Brown, Caroline Bruzelius, Brigitte Buettner, 
Annemarie Weyl Carr, Paul Crossley, Eric Fernie, Jaroslav Folda, Roberta Gilchrist, 
Christa Grössinger, Cynthia Hahn, Anne D. Hedeman, Anne Higonnet, Herb 
Kessler, Peter Kurmann, and Elizabeth Pastan. And I would most particularly like 
to thank the tireless and supportive series editor, Dana Arnold, for the important 
role she played in the production of both the series and this volume.

Conrad Rudolph, 2005



When I was asked a number of years ago (in late 2001) to put together a relatively 
comprehensive volume of original historiographical essays by different authors on 
the development of Western European art history north of the Alps and Pyrenees 
and including the Latin States of the East from around 1000 to around 1300, 
I readily agreed, seeing the undertaking as a service to the field, something for 
a few like‐minded souls, sitting out on Skellig. Never in my wildest dreams did 
I think that the volume produced (early 2006) would be so widely read that it 
would go into paperback just a few years later (2010) – who would have thought, 
for a thick tome of 30 essays on the historiography of Romanesque and Early 
to High Gothic art and architecture! Even more surprising was that, not long 
after (2014), I was asked to oversee a second edition, for which the publishers 
would allow an additional 10 new essays (ultimately there are a total of 39). 
Certainly, the reason for this success is the unusually high quality of the essays in 
conjunction with the particular thematic, medium, and period range of subjects 
that the essays take up.

Everything I said in the preface to the first edition also applies to the second. 
The goal of this book is an attempt to ameliorate the almost near impossibility of 
keeping current with all the different areas of research in the field on a historiograph-
ical level. The authors are an intentional mix of older and younger scholars. The 
book is intended for both scholars and advanced undergraduates, with the hope 
that it will be used in teaching. The essays have been shaped to a certain extent by 
the limits set by the series on chronology, geography, and the number and length 
of the pieces. In most cases, the essays present a straightforward historiography 
combined with the author’s own scholarly opinion, clearly distinguished. And, it 
is my belief that it would be impossible, counterproductive, and ultimately wrong 
to attempt to enforce some kind of artificial uniformity of method or concept on 
this diverse, highly educated, and intellectually independent body of authors.

Preface to the Second Edition
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The second edition has not just provided an opportunity to bring the essays 
of the first edition up to date (all essays have been revised but one, the author 
of the article on art and exegesis no longer being active in research). It has also 
allowed the addition of a number of new essays that have gone far in strengthen-
ing an already strong volume. Some of these essays were envisioned for the first 
edition but were not able to be written at the time, namely Jeffrey Hamburger’s 
piece on the art and architecture of female monasticism (that is, a historiography 
on female art and spirituality, as opposed to Brigitte Kurmann‐Schwarz’s historio-
graphical essay on gender and art more broadly speaking), and Shirin Fozi’s on 
iconography. Others that were planned for the first edition but that could not be 
fit in finally appear: the essay on liturgy and art by Eric Palazzo and the one on 
the history of the museum of medieval art by Janet Marquardt – the latter history 
seeming somehow to complement this otherwise largely historiographical body 
of essays. Others, still, fill a gap that arose only in the course of the writing of 
the first edition, namely the chapters by Kathryn A. Smith and Michael Cur-
schmann on English and German Gothic manuscripts, respectively. The essay by 
Jacqueline Jung gives a more comprehensive presentation of the historiography of 
Gothic sculpture. That by Michalis Olympios on the art of the Latin states in the 
Mediterranean outside of the Holy Land was necessitated by our rapidly changing 
understanding of the subject brought about by important new research that has 
appeared only since the first edition. And some present subjects have been signif-
icantly reconceived in one way or another especially since the first edition – Beate 
Fricke’s writing on the artist, Aden Kumler’s on materiality, and Cynthia Hahn’s 
on the reliquary. Continuing the first edition’s dual strategy of both thematic 
and chronological essays, these new writings have been integrated into the earlier 
logical structure of the volume as seems best. I would have liked to include other 
subjects (and authors) but, unfortunately, space would not allow it – and others 
still, no doubt, will emerge in the future.

As editor of this volume, I cannot thank these 37 authors enough, none of 
whom had ever planned to write these challenging essays or had the time in their 
often overwhelming schedules to do so, but all of whom agreed – sometimes not 
without a little convincing – and simply made the time, as a service to the field. 
To say that this volume would not be possible without them would be in some 
way to miss the point: they are the volume. One of them, Michael Curschmann 
(1936–2017), passed away during the course of the production of this volume. 
A formidable scholar but also a very generous and collegial one, we have been 
fortunate to have him as a fellow author and he will be sorely missed. Jayne 
Fargnoli, formerly Executive Editor at Wiley (formerly Wiley Blackwell, formerly 
Blackwell), not only suggested this second edition but skillfully guided it through 
the approval process. It certainly would not have been possible without her. 
Nor would it have been possible in its current form without the valued advice and 
support of a number of people, including Stacy Boldrick, Shirin Fozi, Cynthia 
Hahn, Cecily Hilsdale, Janet Marquardt, Tassos C. Papacostas, Lucy Freeman 
Sandler, and Kathryn A. Smith.



	Preface t       o  the Second Editio                	 xxv

Finally, let me just say that I see this volume as an undeniable manifestation of 
the continuing and continuously developing vibrancy of the field of medieval art 
history in its communal effort to better understand not just earlier generations’ 
but also our own sorting through “the shipwreck of time” (Bacon, 1605).

Conrad Rudolph, 2018
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Introduction: A Sense  
of Loss: An Overview  
of the Historiography  
of Romanesque and  

Gothic Art
Conrad Rudolph

Little Jack Horner
Sat in the corner,
Eating a Christmas pie;
He put in his thumb
And pulled out a plum,
And said, What a good boy am I!

So began for Glastonbury, as it had for countless other monasteries, the destruc-
tion of the ancient, wealthy, and powerful institution of monasticism  –  or, 
according to a different view, the defeat of an oppressor, or, according to another 
still, the transition of Christianity into the modern age. But it was also, in a way, 
the birth of medieval art historiography, a birth with a very long period of labor. 
When Jack (or Thomas) Horner (as the nursery rhyme is popularly and proba-
bly correctly understood to relate) rode into London from Glastonbury in 1539, 
three years after the Dissolution of the Monasteries had begun and one before it 
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would end, he carried with him a gift from Abbot Richard Whiting of Glaston-
bury for King Henry VIII. The gift was a mince pie and, apparently having a 
sweet tooth, Horner, the abbot’s steward, extracted one of twelve manorial deeds 
(the one for Mells Manor, a real “plum,” as we still say today) hidden in the pie 
before delivering it in accord with the abbot’s intention of sweetening Henry’s 
decision regarding Glastonbury in the Dissolution process.1 A man of prodigious 
appetite, Henry’s hunger was not so easily satisfied and – even before Horner 
had served on the jury in a sham trial that condemned the abbot, his master, 
to death – he consumed Glastonbury as well, perhaps the oldest and one of the 
wealthiest abbeys in England. Among the last monasteries to hold out during 
the Dissolution – a great pilgrimage place with legendary associations with the 
beginnings of Christianity in the British Isles, Joseph of Arimathaea, St. Patrick, 
King Arthur, and Dunstan – Glastonbury’s riches were plundered, its lands sold, 
and its great buildings demolished. (Little Jack Horner’s descendants still live in 
the manor at Mells.) In all, 577 religious houses were suppressed by Henry – 200 
of them great institutions with substantial holdings – their buildings torn down, 
their artworks destroyed, and their libraries dispersed.2 With this, one of the great 
cultural institutions of Britain ceased to exist.

Around the same time, the medieval patrimony of Northern and Central 
Europe suffered irreparably from a series of wars, uprisings, and acts of icono-
clasm that took place following the momentous posting of Luther’s Ninety‐Five 
Theses at Wittenberg in 1517. And in France, the Wars of Religion (1562–1598) 
were virtually unrivaled in their destruction of the French artistic inheritance.

The breadth and finality of this destruction would bring about a sense of loss 
that combined with a number of other vital factors such as incipient antiquarian-
ism, the early development of national identity, and a general spread of education 
that would lead, eventually, to the formation of the field of medieval art history 
as we have it today. This field, however, can be a multifaceted one, and the times 
since the Reformation have been no less complex than those in which the very 
first “medievalists” worked. In the hope that the chapters in this book might be 
better understood by those readers unfamiliar with the general history of the 
writing of medieval art history, this introduction will attempt to give a brief over-
view of this history, a basic narrative, to explain, as best it can, how we got here 
from there.

The Pre‐History of Medieval Art Historiography

Already in the midst of the wreckage that followed in the wake of the Refor-
mation, the first steps were taken to preserve from total loss the vestiges, both 
documentary and physical, of a rapidly disappearing culture, a culture seen as both 
compelling and threatening, even at the same time. This spontaneous and erratic 
rescue arose first in Britain and only later elsewhere in Western Europe, originally 
always the result of individuals operating on their own initiative, whatever their 
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professional positions and institutional support may have been. But, in a sense, 
the historiography of medieval art began long before its writing and before the 
rescue of medieval culture’s remains in the formation and continuation of the 
authority of Classical art. This was an authority so overwhelming that it acted as 
an almost insurmountable barrier to an acceptance of the standards of medieval 
artistic culture in general and of the aesthetic basis of medieval art in particular. It 
was also an authority that had a long and venerable ancestry in the historiography 
of Western art.

Not long after what is now called the Late Classical period, the first known 
history of Greek art was written by Xenocrates (fl. 280 bce), a history that is 
believed to have taken as its basic theme the systematic progress toward the per-
fection of naturalistic or illusionistic rendering through the solving of formal 
problems by a succession of famous artists. Xenocrates’ writing has not survived, 
nor have those of his contemporaries, such as Douris of Samos (c.340–260 bce), 
who is thought to have put the history of art that he wrote into the form of a 
series of biographies. However, both Xenocrates and Douris, among others, were 
heavily used by Pliny the Elder in his great Natural History (71–77 ce). Pliny 
continued the concept found in their work of a clear trajectory of phases of broad 
stylistic development from initial formation to perfection, and from perfection 
to decline, this perfection being seen as reaching its high point in the High and 
Late Classical periods. He also generally followed the biographical format, which 
was a very popular one. Unlike most of the other early writings on art, Pliny’s 
did survive and served as an enormously influential model in the first centuries 
of early modern art historical writing. In no small part because of this, from the 
very beginning of early modern art history and for more than two hundred years 
to come, the standards by which art was judged were those of naturalism, and 
the format in which the history of art was presented was typically that of the 
biography. Or, put another way, the paradigm of art historical writing was that 
of the historically known individual advancing the naturalistic and illusionistic 
standards of the Classical period. Equally as critical for the historiography of  
medieval art was the stylistic developmental model of initial formation, natural-
istic perfection, and eventual decline. From the very beginning, the deck was 
stacked against the art of the Middle Ages with a standard that was generally 
foreign to medieval culture, which, for much of its history, privileged the abstract 
and the iconic over the naturalistic and illusionistic; and which saw the role of 
the artist as that of a craftsman, irredeemably below those individuals within  
medieval culture – saints, great ecclesiastics, and the most important nobles – who 
were thought of as worthy of having their lives and deeds recorded.

The changes that the naturalistic and biographical paradigms underwent in 
the beginning of early modern art historical writing were, for the purposes of 
this introduction, moderate. But the stylistic developmental model of initial 
formation, perfection, and decline was to be reconceived in a way that Pliny 
and his contemporaries could never have imagined at the height of the Roman 
Empire. In the mid‐fourteenth century, with Petrarch, an awareness arose in 



4 	 C o n r a d  Ru d o l p h

Italian humanist circles not only of the decline of civilization that accompanied 
the fall of Rome, which had never been in question, but also of a Classical (that 
is, “Roman”) cultural revival in their own time. Petrarch referred to the decline 
as a time of “darkness,” a time of almost unrelieved ignorance – this first artic-
ulation of the idea of “the Dark Ages” being, clearly, a negative one (1337–
1338).3 Soon, Boccaccio (1348–1353) and others applied this concept to the 
history of art, although in an unsystematic way, most notably in regard to Giotto 
(1267/75–1337). It was only a matter of time before historians such as Flavio Bi-
ondo came to see the interval between the empire and their own time as a distinct 
period (posthumous 1483), something Biondo’s contemporaries and immediate 
followers gradually formalized with terms such as media tempestas (1469), media 
aetas (1518), and media tempora (1531). (The actual term medium aevum, the 
direct Latin of “the Middle Age” or “the Middle Ages” as the source of the word 
“medieval,” is first found at least by 1604; with the English equivalent appearing 
immediately afterwards with “the Middle Age” being used by William Camden in 
1605 and “the Middle Ages” by Henry Spelman in 1616.4) By the early fifteenth 
century, Niccolò Machiavelli presented a flexible cyclical theory of history (post-
humous 1531), largely based on the work of the Greek historian of ancient Rome, 
Polybius.5

In regard to the historiography of medieval art, these developments took 
their definitive form in the work of Giorgio Vasari, considered by some to be 
the founder of (early) modern art history. There had been earlier writings on the 
history of art from Italian humanist circles, including by the sculptor Lorenzo 
Ghiberti (begun c.1447), but Vasari’s Le vite de più eccellenti architetti, pittori, 
et scultori (1550; rev. edn. 1568) is regarded as the first modern history of art 
because of its broader, more synthetic, and more critical nature. Following the 
precedent of Pliny, Vasari presents a history of (largely Italian) art employing a 
standard of naturalistic progress and a format based on biographies of the artists. 
On the one hand, his emphasis on technical knowledge and aesthetic judgment 
gave an enormous impetus to the practice of connoisseurship with its estimation 
of quality and the determination of attribution that was to dominate art historical 
discourse for so long. On the other, the biographical format, encouraged by the 
Italian humanist affinity for the individual, opened the biographical paradigm to 
the new topos of the artist as genius. (This realm of genius was apparently open 
only to practitioners of painting, sculpture, and architecture; Vasari is considered 
to be the source of the distinction between the so‐called major and minor arts, a 
distinction that every period potentially faces but that is particularly disadvanta-
geous to the medieval, whose book painting was considered a “minor art” until 
the late nineteenth century.) At the same time, in also employing a variation of 
Pliny’s stylistic developmental model of initial formation, perfection, and decline, 
Vasari was forced to address something Pliny never was: the millennium and a half 
of artistic activity since Pliny’s death in the eruption of Mount Vesuvius.

If Pliny could interpret a few hundred years of what he saw as an artistic decline 
in his own time simply as the result of an essentially moral decline, Vasari was 
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compelled to explain more than a thousand years of what he saw as an artis-
tic decline of “morally superior” Christian culture with reference to both the 
Classical period and his own time – as well as in light of recent developments in 
the Italian humanist view of history. He did this by accounting for artistic decline, 
in general, not in moral terms but by conceiving of the pattern of artistic change as 
a biological cycle (birth, growth, old age, and death) superimposed on the history 
of the fall of the Western Roman Empire. Thus, the periods of initial formation 
and naturalistic perfection of the Classical world were followed by that of the 
decline of the arts of the Middle Ages (begun before the fall but fully realized 
through the destruction and culture of the Germanic invaders); the cycle then 
beginning again around the time of Giotto and others who strove toward the 
ideal of naturalistic perfection with a new sequence of initial formation, increasing 
perfection, and, finally, perfection itself (embodied in the work of Michelangelo). 
Vasari describes this process of the re‐establishment of naturalistic standards as a 
“rebirth” (rinascita), our “Renaissance” – a concept that not only recognizes a 
self‐conscious view toward the present and future, but also signals a consciousness 
of a break with the Classical past, any sense of continuity irrevocably ruptured by 
the Middle Ages. In an attempt to account for major artistic change as something 
more than technical advances, Vasari attributes this change to “the very air of 
Italy,” a very unphilosophical and conceptually unrelated predecessor of Hegel’s 
Zeitgeist and Riegl’s Kunstwollen, mentioned below. Vasari is, perhaps, most 
notoriously known among medievalists for his characterization of what is now 
called Gothic architecture as an invention of the Goths (or Germans), who “filled 
all Italy with these damnable buildings”; the reference to the Goths – including 
through the use of the adjective – being one that had been made by other writers 
earlier (and by Vasari himself) to indicate a much broader variety of forms of 
medieval architecture with which Italian humanists were out of sympathy.6 But 
his great importance for the historiography of medieval art lies in the fact that his 
work was so enormously influential throughout Europe that it gave the impres-
sion there was only one methodology, only one way of looking at art. This was 
a way that, in the emulation of Vasari’s own particular naturalistic and biograph-
ical paradigms and cyclical model of stylistic development, removed art from its 
cultural context and relegated medieval art to the low point of Western culture for 
more than two hundred years to come.

The Reformation and Its Aftermath

What was to Vasari only too ubiquitous, Gothic, was – in the broader sense of 
medieval culture – to many others now in danger of being lost. Since the man-
date of this volume is Romanesque and Gothic art and architecture in Northern 
Europe, let’s return to England of the Dissolution to look at John Leland, the 
person who is generally described not as the first medieval art historian but as the 
first modern English antiquary.
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In 1527, after 18 years of marriage without a male heir to the throne, Henry 
VIII began a series of efforts aimed at having his marriage with Catherine of 
Aragon annulled and his association with Anne Boleyn legitimized. Unable to 
achieve this end after seven years of contesting the issue (including a great deal 
of public pressure on the church in England), he broke with Rome in 1534 and 
began preparations for the Dissolution of the Monasteries mentioned at the open-
ing of this introduction in that same year. The “visitations” began in 1535 and 
the monasteries were incrementally suppressed from the weakest to the strongest 
from February 1536 to March 1540. (In the end, the monasteries lasted longer 
than Anne, the second of the king’s six wives, who was beheaded in May 1536.) 
It was in the midst of this gradually escalating state of affairs, from 1534 to 1543, 
that John Leland undertook a project with the king’s support to research the 
libraries of all the monasteries and colleges of England, so that “the monuments 
of auncient writers as welle of other nations, as of this yowr owne province mighte 
be brought owte of deadely darkenes to lyvely lighte” (the latter possibly being a 
reference to Petrarch). Leland, who had been in Holy Orders and had been ap-
pointed Henry’s librarian around 1530, was an antiquarian (antiquarianism being 
a form of the study of the past that is based on physical as well as literary remains, 
typically with an aim toward classification rather than a comprehensive histori-
cal view). His antiquarian proposal, however, seems to have received an urgent 
impetus from the Dissolution, of which he approved but whose destruction of 
the ancient libraries he deeply regretted (even as he contributed to it himself in 
his acquisition of books for the king’s library). In the end, this already daunting 
project expanded its goals to include everything from libraries to inscriptions, 
important buildings, artistic remains, coins, and geography, in both England 
and Wales. The result is considered to be a significant innovation in antiquarian 
method, even if an uncritical one.7 Far less a study of art and architecture than it 
was a broad review of the topography and antiquities of the kingdom, Leland’s 
project remained unfinished when he was declared insane in 1547 at the age 
of around 44, dying five years later. His extensive notes, however, were widely 
known to the next generation of antiquaries who used them, cited them, and even 
indexed them. These were finally published in nine volumes from 1710 to 1712 
as the Itinerary; further notes were published in six volumes in 1715 as the Col-
lectanea. Some scholars believe that Leland’s insanity was the result of distress at 
the equivocal role he played in the destruction of his beloved libraries. However 
this may be, what is not in doubt is that the impetus for this seminal work was 
Leland’s strong sense of nationalism, and that its purpose was to contribute to an 
awakening of English national identity.

This sense of nationalism and of a need for a more clearly defined national iden-
tity in the face of an irrevocably changing world was a common factor in much of 
the work (from both sides of the aisle) on British antiquities and topography that 
followed Leland. It was a time of first beginnings, and the progress – however 
much erudition and initiative was involved – gives, in historiographical retrospect, 
something of the impression of intellectually feeling around in the dark. Two 



	 I N T RODU   C T I ON	   7

scholars who emerge most strongly from this challenging period before the 
English Civil War were William Camden and Robert Bruce Cotton. Camden 
built upon Leland’s manuscript notes to produce what Leland never managed: 
a comprehensive and coherent antiquarian study of England, and one that was 
extremely popular (1607). Cotton was a great antiquarian and collector who is 
known to every medieval art historian from the cataloging of his famous manu-
script collection according to the Classical busts, particularly of Roman emperors, 
that stood on top of the bookcases that housed the manuscripts (e.g. British 
Library, MS Cotton Caligula A XV, MS Cotton Nero D IV, etc.). (Cotton also 
bought and moved components of the room in which Mary, Queen of Scots, had 
been executed at Fotheringay Castle to his own house at Conington, apparently 
for conscious, ideological purposes.) A vital part of the great activity of this for-
mative era was the creation of a number of modern institutions, if only in their 
nascent forms. Cotton’s collection, which was actively used by contemporaries in 
the manner of a modern research library, would later become an important part 
of the manuscript collection of the British Library. Together, Camden and Cotton 
were part of the founding of the Society of Antiquaries in 1586, an important 
institution in the encouragement and dissemination of scholarship at this time of 
early development (dissolved in 1614 but to be re‐established).

But there were also a number of other scholars who, if less well known than 
Camden and Cotton, contributed perhaps more directly to the foundation of an 
art historical base of methodologies, terminology, and periodization. For example, 
William Somner wrote on a number of medieval churches, including the Cathedral 
of Canterbury, distinguishing between Romanesque and Gothic elements (though 
not using these terms) and trying to use architectural form as a means of dating 
(1640), a method that was to have a long history. It is from this time that we have 
the first recorded use of the term “Gothic” in English: in 1641 as an adjective and 
in 1644 as a noun, although it is not clear from the passages whether the author, 
John Evelyn, was using the word specifically in the sense that we understand it 
today or more generally in the meaning of “medieval.”8 William Laud, archbishop 
of Canterbury and chancellor of Oxford University, left his valuable collection of 
manuscripts to the Bodleian Library in Oxford (e.g. Bodleian, MS Laud misc. 409) 
and helped to obtain the Great Charter for Oxford University Press before being 
beheaded for Royalist support by order of Parliament in 1645. And John Webb, in 
an edition of some of Inigo Jones’s writings on Stonehenge of 1655, incorporated 
the distinction between round and pointed arches already made (though unsys-
tematically) by Somner in 1640 into a broader conception of architectural style, 
calling them “Saxon” and “Norman,” respectively.

But the potential prejudice against medieval art remained, and not just on the 
intellectual level. With the outbreak of the English Civil War (1642–1651) and 
its aftermath, the Protectorate (1653–1659), the destruction of the medieval 
patrimony continued, attention now turning to the British cathedrals since the 
monasteries had already been destroyed in the Reformation. From the symbolic 
cutting down of the famous Glastonbury Thorn (said to have sprung from Joseph 
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of Arimathaea’s staff) on the Tor (where Abbot Whiting had been executed and 
dismembered) during the Civil War by a member of Cromwell’s New Model 
Army to “rattling down proud Becket’s glassy bones” (the partial smashing of 
the stained glass windows of Canterbury Cathedral in 1643) by an iconoclastic 
Puritan minister, the losses continued to mount up (fig. 1-1 shows a 1642 “slight-
ing”).9 But Cromwell’s death in 1658, in the old Somerset House on the Thames 
in London, symbolically marked the end of the conscious political destruction of 
medieval art. The Lord Protector’s effigy lay in state – his funeral being described 
by Evelyn as “the joyfullest funeral I ever saw” – and his body (or at least one 
answering to that description) was disinterred from Westminster Abbey, publicly 
hanged, and then decapitated. Despite the efforts of the iconoclasts – or, rather, 
because of them – this second phase of destruction of medieval art in England 
had the same effect as the devastations of the earlier Dissolution, and acted as 
an impetus to further scholarship, although one that was still largely limited to 
England at this time.

Figure 1-1  Puritans “slighting” (“disrespecting,” in the current vernacular) 
Canterbury Cathedral, 1642. From Mercurius rusticus, a series of Royalist reports about 
Parliamentary depredations, particularly those involving the great medieval cathedrals. 
These reports began the same year as this slighting, and from 1646 to 1732 were 
published in book form. The depiction here is from the frontispiece of the 1685 edition.
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On the Continent, the Thirty Years’ War raged (1618–1648), taking its toll as 
well. Early modern scholarship, however, was in full swing by now, with impor-
tant implications for the development of medieval art history. This was the time 
of the beginning of modern biblical criticism. The Early Church became a subject 
of great study as a result of both the Reformation and the Counter‐Reformation. 
The catacombs of Rome were accidentally rediscovered in 1578, and Antonio 
Bosio’s great work on the catacombs, Roma sotteranea, was published in 1632–
1634. Cardinal Mazarin opened his personal library (later known as the Biblio-
thèque Mazarine, sometimes said to be the first dedicated research library) to 
scholars in 1643. Historical terms such as “bc” (Bousset 1681) and “century” 
began to be used (the Anno Domini or ad system of dating, created by Diony-
sius Exiguus c.525, only became widespread by the eleventh century, especially 
through the influence of Bede’s De ratione temporum). The quality of published 
reproductions of artworks improved, and archeological reconstructions began to 
appear in publications (having been used in Italy since the mid‐sixteenth century). 
The antiquarian societies that had been popular in Italy for some time were 
beginning to spread throughout Europe. The Académie royale de peinture et de 
sculpture was established in Paris in 1648. Collecting increased at a dramatic rate, 
the art market developed, more collections began to be opened to a select public, 
buildings began to be designed specifically as museums, catalogs were sometimes 
even printed for visitors (Villa Borghese, 1650), and the Grand Tour became an 
institution. In the Low Countries and Germany, the influential histories of art 
written by Karel van Mander (1604) and Joachim von Sandrart (1675–1679) 
included Northern artists in their biographical formats, contributing to a loosen-
ing of the grip of Classical and Renaissance dominance. All of this helped build an 
intellectual atmosphere and professional structure that encouraged the growth of 
the discipline of medieval art history, if only indirectly.

In France, in particular, much work was done under the stable regimes of 
Louis XIII and Louis XIV and in the less secure region of present‐day Belgium 
to save the medieval heritage, even if little of it was immediately related to art 
and architecture. The Jesuit Bollandists in Antwerp published the first volume 
of the renowned Acta sanctorum in 1643 (we eagerly await the final volume, 
whose introduction was written in 1940) in order to provide dependable pri-
mary sources of the lives of the saints as part of the defense of the church in the 
Counter‐Reformation. The Benedictine Maurists, of whom the best known is 
Jean Mabillon – who said of Cluny at the absolute low point of popularity of 
medieval art, “If you see it a hundred times, you are overwhelmed by its majesty 
just as often” (1682) –  set new standards of historical methodology, Mabillon 
himself being especially prominent for his work in paleography and diplomatics. 
Operating out of Saint‐Germain‐des‐Prés in Paris, they distinguished themselves 
with such works as the Acta SS. Ordinis Sancti Benedicti (1668–1701), the 
Annales Ordinis Sancti Benedicti (1703–1739), and the opera of many Fathers, 
which quickly became part of the essential foundation for medieval studies for 
generations of scholars. Among lay scholars, Charles Ducange published his 
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Glossarium ad scriptores mediae et infimae latinitatis in 1678, still an authority 
in the field. In the area of art history generally speaking, the first scholarly art 
historical bibliography was compiled (by Raphaël Trichet du Fresne on Leon-
ardo in 1651). The grave of Childeric, rich in Merovingian jewelry, was acciden-
tally discovered in Tournai in 1653, causing a sensation. In the debate known as 
the Quarrel of Ancients and Moderns, Charles Perrault (an influential voice in 
French artistic circles and the “author” of Mother Goose) declared that contem-
porary architecture was superior to Classical, and that, alongside absolute beauty, 
there was a relative beauty that could change with time (1688) – an idea that 
led to an increasing subjectivity of standards, contributing to the undermining 
of the Classical ideal as the sole authority. Roger de Piles did much to counter 
the assumption that the history of art could only be written by artists, an idea 
that owed its basis to the Italian precedent, and, like van Mander and Sandrart 
before him, included Northern artists in his work, thus helping to weaken the 
near monopoly of Mediterranean artistic authority in the Northern conception 
(1699, 1708). But more significantly for the development of the field of medieval 
art history in particular, Jean‐François Félibien des Avaux differentiated (for the 
first time in French scholarship) between systems of structure based on round and 
pointed arches, which he termed gothique ancienne and gothique moderne, respec-
tively (1687). Although this strain of thought was not taken further at the time in 
France, it was across the Channel.

England after the death of Cromwell was more concerned than ever with 
better understanding its medieval art historical past, something largely manifest-
ed through a very gradual awareness and articulation of architectural styles and 
their origins. In this effort, by far the most influential English antiquary of his 
generation was William Dugdale, the intellectual heir of Camden and Cotton. 
Dugdale is the primary author of the Monasticon anglicanum (written with Roger 
Dodsworth; 1655–1673), a deeply researched history of monasticism in England 
that incorporated a discussion of the building histories and the destruction of 
the various institutions with which he was concerned. A Royalist who had at 
one time been commissioned to make a record of the monuments of the leading 
churches of England in anticipation of the Civil War – an action not so different 
from the removal of stained glass from the great churches during World Wars I 
and II – Dugdale’s book both employed the work of Leland and went beyond 
it in setting new standards for documentation and quality of illustration, even 
being called “the first illustrated architectural history of a mediaeval style” 
(figs. 1-2 and 1-3).10 While the three‐volume work was being released, Dugdale 
also published a history of St. Paul’s Cathedral, which was the first illustrated 
monograph on a work of English ecclesiastical architecture and an important 
step in the beginnings of medieval art history (1658).11 Aside from this, John 
Aubrey wrote an important, inclusive history of English architecture in the 1670s 
in which the round and pointed styles were clearly distinguished, a history that 
was widely known among scholars despite the fact that it was not published at 
the time.12 Roger North took the differentiation between the two forms further, 



Figure 1-2  Canterbury Cathedral, engraving by Thomas Johnson and Wenceslaus 
Hollar from William Dugdale’s Monasticon anglicanum (1682 edition). The engravings 
in Dugdale’s edition are perhaps the first reproductions of medieval art intended for 
serious scholarly study.

Figure 1-3  Detail of frontispiece engraving by Wenceslaus Hollar from William 
Dugdale’s Monasticon anglicanum (1682 edition). If Dugdale’s Monasticon is “the 
first illustrated architectural history of a mediaeval style” (Frankl), it may also contain 
the first pointed juxtaposition of images, and in no less a place than its frontispiece. 
On the left, a good king (perhaps Edward the Confessor, mentioned in the coronation 
oath in connection with the liberties of the church) places what seems to be a deed 
of foundation for a monastery (seen in the background) on an altar (whose triptych 
appears to include a monk and another robed figure, perhaps Augustine of Canterbury 
and Gregory the Great, shown elsewhere in the frontispiece), dedicating this work “To 
God and the Church.” On the right, Henry VIII is shown ordering the destruction of 
a monastic church (perhaps meant as Glastonbury, with the Tor in the background), 
declaring, “As I will,” an apparent reference to “As I will, so I command,” from Juvenal 
(Sat. 6: 223), a passage occasionally cited at the time in the characterization of tyranny. 
Henry is thus said to have put his own will above the rule of law in the Dissolution of 
the Monasteries; this is made even more pointed through a scene (not shown here) at the 
top of the frontispiece of the signing of Magna Carta, whose first article guarantees the 
liberties of the church for all time.
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characterizing rounded‐arch structures as “elder Gothick” (1698; apparently 
following Félibien) and associating what is now called English Romanesque with 
Roman architecture for the first time in print, this connection contributing to the 
intellectual respectability of medieval architecture in a time of classicizing stan-
dards. Even so, the approaching Enlightenment was not sympathetic to the study 
of medieval architecture, seeing it as the irrational antithesis of the Enlighten-
ment’s own rational self in medieval architecture’s relative darkness, its absence of 
Classical proportions, its particular use of architectural sculpture and detail, and 
its delight in monstrous forms.

The Age of the Enlightenment

It was, ironically, precisely this “irrational” quality that spearheaded a broader 
acceptance of medieval architecture on the part of a more general public at the 
time of the Enlightenment. This was a social phenomenon of unexpected ori-
gins and complex development, one that must have seemed extraordinary to its 
contemporaries. In 1711, Joseph Addison introduced the philosophical concept 
of the Sublime into the discussion of architecture, a concept that distinguished 
between the traditional concept of beauty (as understood from the principles 
of Classical art) and awe (the Sublime). Generally speaking, this new apprecia-
tion for the Sublime permitted the qualities of vastness, irregularity, and obscu-
rity commonly associated with Gothic architecture to be opposed positively to 
the qualities of human proportions, regularity, and clarity universally associated 
with Classical standards. This obviated the almost unshakable principle that asso-
ciated both Classical and Renaissance art with beauty as an expression of truth – or 
Beauty and Truth, as the terms are often rendered. A theme given significant 
development by Edmund Burke (1756) and Immanuel Kant (1790) over such a 
period of time as to ensure its continued viability, the concept of the Sublime gave 
an intellectual respectability to Gothic architecture that was extremely important 
in the slow process of breaking down the walls that shut off medieval architecture 
from mainstream artistic thought.

The undeniable legitimacy that the concept of the Sublime gave to Gothic 
architecture contributed to its further acceptance on the popular level through 
the Gothic Revival movement. The Gothic Revival began at least as early as 1717 
with the Gothic Temple at Shotover, Oxfordshire, an overtly political monument 
(as were others, whether Whig or Tory). But for the purposes of this introduc-
tion, perhaps the most interesting example of this phase of the Gothic Revival is 
that of Strawberry Hill (1753–1776), the country residence of Horace Walpole, 
an enthusiastic and astute advocate of the movement and the author of the first 
Gothic novel, The Castle of Otranto: A Gothic Story (1764). More historicist than 
many contemporary examples of the Gothic Revival (often described as “follies”) 
but less than would generally be the case in the nineteenth century, Strawberry 
Hill and other Revivalist works employed Gothic as a novel source of inspiration 



	 I N T RODU   C T I ON	   13

for contemporary design – one that broke away from the old Mediterranean pre-
cedent in its search for a new indigenous style as part of a gradually evolving 
and very self‐conscious conception of national identity. “Gothic” was clearly no 
longer a term of criticism, at least to some. The pointed arch that had earlier 
distanced medieval architecture negatively from the Classical precedent with its 
round arch now did so in a positive way, one that was soon to spread throughout 
Europe (fig. 1-4).

Germany, too, began to build in the Gothic Revival style, but it was to be a 
while, if only a short while, before any truly broader recognition of Gothic would 
be achieved on the Continent, and then even as period styles earlier than Gothic 
were typically considered “decadent.” In other ways, however, the general infra-
structure of art history, of which medieval is a part, began to develop significantly. 
In Germany, art began to be studied at the university level, most notably with 
Johann Friedrich Christ at the University of Leipzig (1734).

In France, Michel de Frémin’s architectural theory of rationalism (the idea 
that beauty is based on the degree to which the form of a building expresses its 
function and materials; 1702), which included medieval in its discussion, further 
continued the process of chipping away at the Classical stranglehold, as did Marc‐
Antoine Laugier’s recognition of the role of rationalism in Gothic architecture 
(1753), a subject that would be argued for generations. The Abbé Mai first pre-
sented the idea of French regional schools of architecture (1774), also a topic that 
would continue to receive attention. Scholars began to discuss the great sculpted 
portals, to attempt to distinguish them by style, to date them, and to debate 
their meaning. The Maurists carried on their work, including Gallia Christiana 
(1715–1765), the Histoire littéraire de la France (1733–1768), and Bernard de 
Montfaucon’s Les Monumens de la monarchie françoise (1729–1733), the latter 
essentially presenting a history of the French monarchy through its artistic mon-
uments. The latter also produced what might be called the first attempt at a 
national union catalog of manuscripts (1739). And Rousseau’s writings on nature 
did much to prepare the way for the Romanticists.

In Italy, interest in things medieval was scant, but writing about art began 
to be undertaken less by artists, as had traditionally been the case, and more by 
connoisseurs – the often conflicting relationship between artists and non‐artists 
in the writing of the history of art being one that would continue for some time. 
Greek art began to be distinguished from Roman. The excavation of Hercula-
neum started in 1738, and of Pompeii in 1748.

Everywhere, museums were opening up to an increasingly wide segment of the 
public, although just what museum collections and their publics constituted var-
ied greatly over the years. The Ashmolean was established in Oxford in 1683 by 
Elias Ashmole, son‐in‐law of William Dugdale. The Capitoline Museum (the first 
formal public art collection since antiquity, founded in 1471) was opened to the 
public in 1734 (by the pope), the Uffizi was founded in 1743 (building designed 
by Vasari for court use in 1559), the Louvre in 1750, the British Museum in 
1753, the Museo Pio‐Clementino in 1770, the Albertina in Vienna in 1773, and 
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the Schloss Belvedere in Vienna in 1781, to name a few. Proper layout of collec-
tions was an ongoing issue, particularly the question of aesthetic versus chrono-
logical layout – a manifestation of the ongoing conflict between connoisseurship 
and art history, the two principal and often contending approaches to the study of 

Figure 1-4  The Entry of Prince Frederick into the Castle of Otranto, pen and wash 
drawing by John Carter (1790). As fanciful as any medieval architectural drawing, 
this literally illustrates both the impact Horace Walpole’s book had on the Romantic 
conception of Gothic and one of the means of the diffusion of that conception. Source: 
reproduced courtesy of the Lewis Walpole Library, Yale University.
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art at the time. Encyclopedias and dictionaries began to include or even be exclu-
sively devoted to art, artists, and iconography. And some of the great medieval 
buildings began to be restored on a scholarly basis.

As the eighteenth century progressed, the terminology of Saxon, Norman, and 
Gothic architecture continued to develop in England. Browne Willis wrote a series 
of studies on British cathedrals that provided an extensive body of plans and eleva-
tions for further study (esp. 1727–1730). After a period of irregular association, the 
Society of Antiquaries received a royal charter in 1751 and began meeting in Som-
erset House, where Cromwell had died. The Cotton collection was finally acquired 
by the British Museum in 1753, as was the fine manuscript collection of Robert and 
Edward Harley (e.g. London, British Library, MS Harley 603). Thomas Gray ad-
vanced the study of what is now called Romanesque and theorized the origin of the 
pointed arch (1754, published 1814), work that was employed and furthered by 
James Bentham (1771). The journal Archaeologia, which published many medieval 
studies, was established in 1770. And William Stukeley helped raise the standard of 
scholarship through new attention to the differentiation of primary and secondary 
sources, as well as going beyond a gathering of strictly factual information through 
the analysis of those facts (1776), something of a new proposition.13

But, actually, the greatest change affecting the study of medieval art at this time 
of the Age of the Enlightenment was the work of a classicist, Johann Joachim 
Winckelmann, considered by some to be the founder of modern art history (as is 
Vasari by others, though Winckelmann might best be thought of as modern and 
Vasari early modern). In major publications of 1755 and 1764, Winckelmann 
wrote the first modern histories of figural art, more or less initiating the German 
dominance of the study of the history of art that was to last for so long and to be 
so distinguished. Choosing to write on Classical sculpture but forced to come to 
terms with the anonymity of the limited extant works that were available to him, 
he presented his study as an inclusive, synthetic analysis rather than a series of 
artists’ biographies or discussion of individual works. The basis of this synthetic 
analysis was Winckelmann’s periodization of Greek art on the cyclical model, 
a stylistically based methodology that became extremely influential in both art 
history and archeology. Central to his conception of art was the notion of the 
Classical ideal of beauty, to or from which all art was understood to either adhere 
or deviate. Both the cyclical model and the standard of Classical beauty were 
almost insurmountable obstacles to the development of the study of medieval 
art. Winckelmann himself, however, applied these standards to all of ancient art, 
seeing Roman art – previously only poorly distinguished from Greek – as a dis-
tinct second to Greek. Thus, despite the unchanging ideal of the Classical that 
he set up, Winckelmann – with an almost unimpeachable authority – shattered 
the myth of the Classical period as a time of consistent artistic standards and so 
unintentionally opened the way, eventually, for the recognition of the respect-
ability of the artistic production of other historical periods. At the same time, he 
explained the basis of the changes in his periodization as the product of historical 
context – social, political, and religious factors, including the concept of freedom.
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Both Winckelmann’s attention to historical context and his demonstration of 
the utility of stylistic analysis were interpretive devices that had seen no systematic 
use before, and were strongly counter to the antiquarianism of the time. To these 
important new methods, he added a new interest in iconography, a scholarship 
free of nationalism, and the model of original research (as opposed to a rehash-
ing of previous work). Before Winckelmann, the writing of the history of art had 
largely been the exclusive domain of the artist, one that generally followed the 
biographical format established by Vasari two hundred years before. Winckelmann 
broke with these two very substantial traditions, even if he did try to approach 
a given artwork with the “eye” of the artist. It was only once this constricting 
situation had been left behind that the history of art as a history of society and 
culture could begin to be written. But Winckelmann also called for the imitation 
of the ancients, and in so doing gave an unprecedented impetus to the establish-
ment of neo‐Classicism, whose underlying mind‐set was by definition inimical to 
medieval. The result of this was, to a large extent, to firmly reinforce the already 
strongly entrenched idea that there was but one standard, the Classical.

Romanticism

The virtually unquestioned position of Classical as the only standard by which art 
might be judged was irrevocably shattered with Johann Wolfgang von Goethe’s 
essay On German Architecture of 1772. Gothic had traditionally been seen as 
the negative counterpart to Classical. In this essay, Goethe argued that it was the 
positive counterpart. He sharply criticized the fact that his German education 
had taught him to disdain Gothic architecture and, through the vehicle of Stras-
bourg Cathedral  – despite a very imperfect knowledge of the historical details 
involved – he praised Gothic structure as based on necessity, Gothic ornament as 
appropriate to the structural framework, and Gothic variety as within an overall 
harmonious unity, all of these subjects having been traditional points of criticism 
of Gothic in the past. It was, however, not the neo‐Classical that Goethe was 
consciously challenging, but what he saw as the tyranny of contemporary tastes, 
particularly the “effete” French Rococo. Gothic was German architecture, the 
product and expression of the German psyche, and it was upon this – and not the 
expressions of other cultures – that German national identity should be based. 
Goethe later distanced himself from this identification with medieval (though 
he would eventually return to a limited acceptance of it), but the impact of this 
essay on others was profound and lasting. The influential Sturm und Drang 
movement  –  which had been heavily influenced by Rousseau  –  was especially 
affected by Goethe’s essay in its furtherance of the right of artistic genius not to 
be impeded by rules, of the importance of the potential emotional power of art, 
of a rejection of the universality of the standards of Classical culture, and of the 
legitimacy of the artistic production of other periods, particularly the medieval. 
Any pejorative sense to “that misunderstood word ‘Gothic’” was now laid aside 
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forever. But, more to the point, the universal primacy of the fundamental premise 
of Classical – rationality – was brought into question. Goethe’s championing of 
an art form that should be “felt rather than measured” was, in its very emotion, 
contrary to the neo‐Classical ideal.14 It was also a sentiment that was eminently 
better suited to this new Age of Revolution than it ever could have been before, 
in the Age of Reason.

A reaction to what some saw as the excessive Enlightenment emphasis on ratio-
nality had been forming for some time and culminated in the essentially emotional 
approach to history, literature, and art known as Romanticism. The beginnings 
of Romanticism are variously dated from around 1750–1800, depending on the 
particular aspect of this reaction, but it was given an enormous impetus by the 
French Revolution and by the Napoleonic wars that followed (1789–1815). 
The term was coined by Friedrich von Schlegel in 1798 as a means of indicating 
the basis in the medieval romance of an “irrational” strain within contemporary 
German poetry. Romanticism was, however, a very broad and rather amorphous 
movement, and it was not limited in its interests to medieval culture. In its “irratio-
nality,” it encompassed, among other things, a deep attraction to nature and even 
to Classicism (in what has been called Romantic Classicism). It was concerned 
with the individual, but also became an important vehicle for national identity. It 
was a major cultural and political movement, but had no defined goal or univer-
sally recognized political association. And it was seen as being furthered by many 
contemporary artists and writers who claimed no affiliation with it. Medieval art, 
however, was ultimately central to who the Romantics were, an important part 
of their breaking free, intellectually and culturally, from the dominance of the 
Mediterranean precedent.

Perhaps the most dramatic example of this use of art in the formation of national 
identity in the early and mid‐nineteenth century arose in Germany in the com-
pletion of the construction of Cologne Cathedral. In 1816, a movement sprang 
up to complete the cathedral, whose Gothic reconstruction had begun in 1248 
but which had been left unfinished since 1560. Conceived by Johann Joseph 
von Görres, furthered by Sulpiz Boisserée, and supported by such influential 
public figures as Goethe and Karl Friedrich Schinkel and by the state of Prussia, 
actual reconstruction began in 1842 using the recently discovered plans of c.1300 
(fig.  1-5). By the time the cathedral was completed in 1880, the project had 
become a symbol of German unity during this formative period of the German 
nation (federal state established 1871), contributing greatly to a sympathetic view 
of medieval art among the general public in the process. One of the leading voices 
in this rehabilitation of medieval art in Germany was von Schlegel who, along with 
his brother, August Wilhelm, argued for a greater recognition of the historicity 
of art and of the relation between art and religion. Historiographically, Friedrich 
von Schlegel is also especially important for his discussion of Gothic architecture 
as the representation of the infinite. The von Schlegels influenced and were influ-
enced by many, including Boisserée and his brother Melchior, who built up an 
important collection of Northern European art from the medieval period to the 
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Figure 1-5  Building of Cologne Cathedral, engraving of 1842/6 by Wilhelm von 
Abbema. The continuation of the construction of the cathedral in 1842 was one of the 
most dramatic uses of art in the formation of national identity in the nineteenth century. 
This engraving depicts a ceremony of 1824 in a way that dramatically captures both the 
excitement of the event and the Romantic conception of the Gothic cathedral as one 
of the great unifying expressions of the human spirit. Source: reproduced courtesy of 
Rheinisches Bildarchiv, Köln.
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Northern Renaissance. These developments in art history were an integral part 
of a much wider medievalizing movement. Romanesque revival architecture had 
begun to spread in Germany, where it was known as the Rundbogenstil. Caspar 
David Friedrich, Philipp Otto Runge, and the Nazarenes (one of the first seces-
sionist groups) were influential in painting. And Ludwig Tieck, Wilhelm Heinrich 
Wackenroder, and Novalis, among others, made important statements in litera-
ture. In much of this, ties to the strong Catholic revival of the early nineteenth 
century both helped and hindered the movement.

As Görres and Sulpiz Boisserée were contemplating the completion of Cologne 
Cathedral in Germany, in France the great Romanesque abbey church of Cluny 
was being systematically dynamited and sold for construction material (1811–
1823). Feelings were still very bitter on the part of many in France in regard to 
the ancien régime, and French Romanticism took a course different from that in 
England or Germany. Some French Romanticists were Catholic revivalists, such 
as the highly influential Chateaubriand, who saw Christian art in general and me-
dieval art in particular as not just equal to Classical art, but superior (esp. 1802). 
Others, such as Nicolas Chapuy (1824–1830) and the team of Charles Nodier, J. 
Taylor, and Alphonse de Cailleux (1820–1878), produced important illustrated 
studies of the regions and cathedrals of France that were heavily influenced by 
the Picturesque movement and that took advantage of the new technology of 
lithography. Artists such as Géricault and Delacroix were outstanding in the area 
of painting, even if the latter would later distance himself from the movement. 
Less renowned but more medievalizing were the artists of the Troubadour style. 
Sensational “Romantic” gestures were made to the past; for example, the reinter-
ment of Abelard and Heloise from the Paraclete (indirectly) to Paris around 1796 
in a newly constructed tomb in the Musée des monuments français (see below), 
made of spolia from St.‐Denis (Abelard was then known as a famous lover, not a 
scholar, still awaiting rehabilitation as a philosopher by Victor Cousin in 1836).

But by far the single most influential incident in regard to French Romanticism 
was the publication of Victor Hugo’s Notre‐Dame de Paris in 1831. Hugo, who 
established his reputation with the drama Cromwell, created a sensation in regard 
to medieval art with this book, both through his own explicit digressions on the 
subject and through the role of the cathedral in the story (fig. 1-6). (Hugo was 
active in bringing about the restoration of the cathedral, which began in 1843, 
arguing against over‐restoration.) Now it was the architecture of the Renaissance 
that was “decadent,” and pre‐modern architecture that was the “book of stone,” 
the “great book of humanity,” in which every human thought found a page. The 
Gothic cathedral, in particular, was a book in which the artist was free as never 
before to express his own imagination, often in a non‐religious way.

In Britain, Romanticism resonated deeply with the increasingly historicist 
Gothic Revival architecture that was rising throughout the island, but nowhere 
to better effect than in the work of Charles Barry and A.W.N. Pugin (most nota-
bly in the Houses of Parliament, designed 1835). In the visual arts, medievalism 
affected William Blake (esp. 1792–1827), the Pre‐Raphaelites (esp. 1848–1853), 
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and the Arts and Crafts Movement (particularly William Morris, esp. 1861–1896) 
in prints, paintings, books, stained glass, and furniture of often unsurpassed 
design. Sir Walter Scott and Alfred, Lord Tennyson were but two among many 
who popularized the Middle Ages in literature. And John Ruskin was of enormous 
influence in his many publications throughout his life, particularly The Stones of 
Venice (1851–1853), which spoke of the freedom of the medieval artist, among 
other things. Ruskin, in 1869 the first Slade Professor of Fine Art at Oxford, 
was also strongly opposed to over‐restoration. But the pull of the medieval past 
went way beyond the arts in the profound impact of the Oxford Movement (esp. 
1833–1845), a religious reform movement that, as one of its goals, sought to 
restore (according to some) certain “medieval” or Roman Catholic rituals to the 
Anglican Church – a proposal so threatening that it resulted in occasional riots 
and the imprisonment of members who refused to recognize the parliamentary 
court that sought to suppress these efforts.

Figure 1-6  Esmeralda before Notre‐Dame by Daubigny and Thomas, from the 1850 
Perrotin edition of Victor Hugo’s Notre‐Dame de Paris. The publication in 1831 of 
Notre‐Dame de Paris, in which the cathedral plays such an important part, was one 
of the most influential events in the rehabilitation of medieval art. Here, Esmeralda is 
taken to the place of both her execution and her salvation, the cathedral. In one of the 
most dramatic episodes of the novel, Hugo makes a point of mentioning the “Gothic 
portal,” the “Romanesque pillars,” the reliefs of the main doorway – and Quasimodo, 
watching from the Gallery of Kings, equated with one of the building’s monstrous 
gargoyles.
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Nineteenth‐Century Non‐Romantic Developments

If Romanticism had helped legitimize medieval art in the course of the nineteenth 
century, medieval art contributed to the development of a total view of the history 
of art distinct from Romantic concerns – and not just of Europe, but of the world. 
It was no longer a question of some perceived need to justify medieval art in face 
of Classical standards. Art history was in the process of significant change – begun 
by Winckelmann, but with his Enlightenment blinders now left behind – and no 
field profited more than medieval. There was now a greater emphasis on meth-
odology, historical documentation, the publication of primary sources (includ-
ing Monumenta Germaniae historica, 1826 f.; Patrologia latina, 1844–1864; the 
Rolls Series, 1858 f.; and Corpus scriptorum ecclesiasticorum latinorum, 1866 f.), 
encyclopedias, and bibliographies. Scholars focused increasingly on such issues as 
periodization, dating, regionalism, and the use of exegesis in interpretation. In 
architecture, techniques such as the reading of molding profiles, among others, 
began to be used. The modern sciences of archeology and philology developed 
out of antiquarianism. Historical, social, and philosophical theories were artic-
ulated that remain influential to this day. And access was continually improved 
through the opening up of collections, the founding of new museums (stimulated 
initially partly through their establishment by Napoleonic regimes, later partly 
through the return of Napoleonic war booty), the increasing ease and safety of 
travel, and the introduction of photography (1839).

Of the many developments of this time, a few deserve specific mention. In 
France, the Musée des monuments français opened in 1796 under the direction 
of Alexandre Lenoir (disestablished 1816). The museum was a direct result of the 
French Revolution in that it both appropriated its holdings from the institutions 
of the old regime and protected them from the unstable social situation of the 
new (the government began efforts to preserve the artistic patrimony already in 
1790). The collection – which included some of the royal tombs and stained glass 
of St.‐Denis – represented all periods of French history, and was structured on a 
room‐by‐room organization, each room representing a given century. Although 
this layout was meant to visualize Winckelmann’s cyclical model of growth and 
decline, with medieval representing decline, the museum had an enormous effect 
on the acceptance of medieval art in France. For the purposes of this introduc-
tion, perhaps the most important influence was on the Hôtel de Cluny, the first 
museum of medieval art (1832; reorganized in 1844 by Lenoir’s son, Alexan-
dre‐Albert, as the Musée de Cluny).15 Equally important, Jean‐Baptiste Seroux 
d’Agincourt published his Histoire de l’art par les monumens from 1811 to 1823, 
a work that is generally considered to be the first comprehensive study of medi-
eval art. Actually written from 1779 to 1789, however, the book really looked 
more to the past than the future in regard to medieval, being conceived of as a 
continuation up through the Renaissance of Winckelmann’s work, and still re-
taining the old characterization of medieval art as decadent. Even so, the times 
were changing, and it, too, caused a positive sensation for the art of the Middle 
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Ages. Other important writings include a history of medieval painting by Paillot 
de Montabert in 1812, influenced by Seroux d’Agincourt; and a study of French 
architecture through the Middle Ages by Alexandre de Laborde of 1816, which 
first put forth the idea of the monk‐architect. The Ecole des Chartes, founded 
in 1821, provided the educational basis for a flood of fundamental documen-
tary research on medieval art, typically of a non‐interpretive nature. In 1824, the 
Norman scholar Arcisse de Caumont called for a halt to the destruction of French 
monuments and for their preservation, a call that was repeated by Charles de 
Montalembert, among others, in a published letter to Victor Hugo entitled “Du 
vandalisme en France” (1833), the latter being a condemnation of those who 
destroyed the architectural patrimony as Vandals, a term that had been in use in 
this sense since the seventeenth century. The government responded to the wide 
public support for this position through the creation of the post of Inspecteur 
général des monuments historiques by the historian and conservative minister 
François Guizot in 1830, to which the art historian Ludovic Vitet was appointed 
in 1831 and the author Prosper Mérimée in 1834 (redefined as a Commission in 
1837). In 1834, the Société française d’archéologie was founded, immediately 
publishing Bulletin monumental and working to preserve medieval monuments. 
And Jean‐François‐Auguste de Bastard d’Estang began to publish a comprehen-
sive series of facsimiles of manuscript illumination (largely medieval) in 1835. 
While he never completed this project, a fuller study of book painting did appear 
not too long after by Ferdinand Denis, one that drew attention to the importance 
of the twelfth century in the history of manuscript illumination (1857).16

In Britain, the working out of crucial terminology continued. Thomas Rick-
man’s English Architecture of 1817 established the widespread use of such terms 
as Norman, Decorated, and Perpendicular. The origins of the term “Roman-
esque” are more complex but, in short, the word was first used in the sense we 
employ today by William Gunn by 1813 in his Origin and Influence of Gothic 
Architecture, which, however, was published only in 1819. The French romane 
appeared at almost exactly the same time, apparently under British influence, in 
the correspondence of Charles de Gerville of 1818; the use of the term being 
propagated in France by de Caumont through a public lecture of 1823 (published 
1824).17 In each case, the word was meant to associate Romanesque architecture 
with “legitimizing” Roman architectural precedents. It was also around this 
time that the adjective “medieval” (or “mediæval”) first appeared in English 
(1827) – some time before the definitive use of renaissance by Jules Michelet in 
1855 (though the latter is found in a looser sense earlier).

It was, however, in Germany that the most profound changes were taking place 
in the early and mid‐nineteenth century. There were, at this time, two leading 
approaches to the study of art.18 The first was historically based. Art history had 
long been used as a vehicle of patronal, regional, and national identity, and would 
continue to be in varying degrees. But with the French Revolution, historicism 
began to be seen as a means of a broader cultural understanding, though often 
in very different ways – something that allowed art history to break free of earlier 
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paradigms. The great historical theorist at this time was Georg Wilhelm Friedrich 
Hegel, who saw change (including artistic change and its resultant form) as the 
progressive development of an informing spirit (Zeitgeist) throughout history. 
According to Hegel’s idealist view, the process of historical change is a dialectical 
one: a given thesis (or historical factor) is confronted by its antithesis (or opposing 
historical factor), resulting in a synthesis – which then becomes the thesis of a new 
process of dialectical synthesis. On a broader historical level, artistic change, in 
particular, takes place through three ages (the Symbolic, Classic, and Romantic), 
each of which has three phases of development (youth, maturity, and decline). In 
this very complex and detailed theory, Gothic architecture represents the highest 
phase of architectural development; and both the medieval and the Renaissance 
periods are seen as belonging to the Romantic age, because they are both 
concerned with human rationality and emotion. The second leading approach of 
the time turned to the artwork’s more immediate examination through connois-
seurship, especially for reasons of attribution and the judgment of quality. Both of 
these approaches, and every possible combination of them, form the basis of the 
best contemporary work.

Perhaps the most influential art historians at this time  –  the time when art 
history began to be integrated into the university curriculum and chairs in art 
history began to be established (the first, according to some, was Johann Fiorillo, 
at Göttingen, 1813) – were the members of the so‐called Berlin School. Gustav 
Friedrich Waagen, director of the Altes Museum and professor at the Univer-
sity of Berlin (sometimes said to be the first chair, 1844), wrote an important 
monograph on Hubert and Jan van Eyck in 1822 that was based on both con-
noisseurship and historical documentation, and that contains a study of medieval 
painting from the Carolingian period up to the Northern Renaissance, with the 
latter now being put forth as a synthesis of the medieval and Classical traditions 
and as the basis of the modern artistic conception.19 Karl Friedrich von Rumohr, 
considered to be the founder of art historical archival research, wrote on Italian 
medieval art in a more general study of Italian art (1827–1831) that set new stan-
dards for objectivity through a critical connoisseurship. In this work, he expressed 
his strong opposition to both the Hegelian view and the more tendentious 
approaches of the Romanticists, who, by mid‐century, were widely beginning to 
be seen as too subjective. Franz Kugler saw medieval art as equal to Classical art 
and superior to Renaissance – a view he expressed in the first world art histori-
cal survey, an important, technically oriented survey that extended from prehis-
toric to contemporary, including pre‐Columbian, Asian, and Oceanic (1842). In 
contrast was Karl Schnaase’s survey of the following year, one that ran through 
medieval and was more philosophically based (1843–1864). Strongly Hegelian, 
this work was known and criticized for beginning each chapter with a general 
historical introduction, rather than having this material inform the discussion of 
individual artworks. Here, also, only Classical and medieval art were said to have 
attained the highest spiritual expression, the dialectical synthesis of which was 
contemporary European art.20
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Outside of the Berlin School, Anton Springer rejected both Romantic and 
Hegelian approaches (esp. 1857, 1879). Critical of studies that he felt actually 
separated art from its historical context through the use of generalized historical 
introductions, he sought to integrate the formal analysis of art with its specific 
historical conditions.21 He also advocated the employment of iconography in the 
art historical endeavor, and was perhaps the first to note the survival of Classical 
traditions in medieval art. One of the most influential art historians of the 
nineteenth century was the Swiss scholar Jacob Burckhardt, a student of Kugler 
(and Leopold von Ranke). Burckhardt, also a historian, worked on medieval early 
in his career, but his most significant work is on the art of the Italian Renaissance 
(esp. 1860, 1867). In this, he employed historical and cultural (including 
philosophical and religious) contexts to a degree not seen before, emphasizing 
the importance of the secular dynamic in Italian Renaissance culture and paying 
greater attention to individual artworks. Despite his enormously successful syn-
thesis of the period, Burckhardt saw his work as “problem solving.” Considering 
himself to be pragmatic rather than theoretical, he was primarily interested in 
concepts, rejecting both Hegelian idealism and the straightforward accumulation 
of facts.22 Burckhardt is generally considered to have struck a middle ground 
between the broad theoretical views of history and the narrower approach of 
connoisseurship.

Another theory of history that came out of German‐speaking culture in this 
period that was to have an impact on the study of art  –  though only within 
limits and only after some time – was that put forth by Karl Marx. Influenced 
by Hegel’s dialectic but rejecting Zeitgeist as a motivating force, Marx saw an 
inevitable progress of social change in history through a dialectical process of 
class struggle. He conceived of society as composed of base (economic factors) 
and superstructure (religion, philosophy, law, art, etc.), with the base determining 
the superstructure. Marx argued that the elements of the superstructure, includ-
ing art, tend to advance the ideological system of which they are a part, whether 
directly or indirectly, consciously or unconsciously (esp. 1848, 1867; most of 
Marx’s writings on art have been lost). While strict Marxist thought has not had 
a major impact on medieval art history, it has been important because of the 
impetus it has given to a more generalized social history of art, one that attempts 
to explain art through its social context without a dogmatic emphasis on class 
struggle.

In mid‐nineteenth‐century France, meanwhile, efforts were being made in dif-
ferent directions. If Gothic had been a term of abuse in the centuries following 
Vasari, now Britain, Germany, and France all wanted to claim it as their own. 
Gradually, the French origins and the nature of Gothic began to be articulated – a 
process that was not worked out by the French alone. In 1843, the German 
architect Franz Mertens identified the origins of Gothic, as we understand it 
today, in St.‐Denis (c.1135–1144). Around the same time, important analyses 
of Gothic structural dynamics were being given by the German Johannes Wetter 
(1835) and the Cambridge professor Robert Willis, the latter also writing many 
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important studies of the English cathedrals, particularly Canterbury (1845). And, 
in 1842, the French scholar de Caumont gave an influential expression of the 
so‐called French schools in his Abécédaire ou rudiment d’archéologie. These and 
other studies like them provided the beginning of a much needed structural, 
geographical, chronological, and conceptual foundation upon which to build 
a fuller understanding of medieval architecture  –  a better distinction between 
Gothic and what had come before, as well as an informed beginning of an archi-
tectural chronology of Gothic.

But certainly the most brilliant figure in France at this time in medieval arche-
ology – as medieval art history was called by the French – was the architect and 
scholar, Eugène‐Emmanuel Viollet‐le‐Duc. Among his many influential writings 
are the Dictionnaire raisonné de l’architecture (1854–1868) and Entretiens sur 
l’architecture (1863–1872), two works that give full expressions of Romanesque 
and Gothic structure, function, and design. These writings are best known for 
Viollet‐le‐Duc’s theory of the rationality of Gothic architecture, a theory that 
would be debated far into the twentieth century, particularly the question of the 
structural versus the aesthetic function of the ribbed groin vault. Also, like Hugo, 
Viollet‐le‐Duc saw the sculpture of the Gothic cathedral as providing a field for 
not just artistic freedom, but even “a kind of freedom of the press” (using Hugo’s 
phrase). His written work was, in general, extremely well received. However, he 
was deeply involved in the restoration of many of the greatest Romanesque and 
Gothic churches that was then being undertaken in France; and his belief that 
restoration meant the restoration of a building as he considered it to have existed 
at a particular moment in history – not as it stood at the time of restoration – met 
with a far less popular reaction.

Equally as influential, though far less controversial, Adolphe‐Napoléon Didron, 
considered the founder of a systematically researched iconographical method, 
produced the ground‐breaking Iconographie chrétienne (1843), as well as a num-
ber of other works and initiatives, including the Annales archéologiques (1844 f.). 
Taking up Hugo’s idea of the cathedral as a book for the illiterate, he tried to 
show in his unfinished iconographic study that the basis of the sculptural program 
of Chartres Cathedral was Vincent of Beauvais’s Speculum maius (1247–1259). 
Didron’s iconographic method brought a far broader outlook to art historical 
research, leading to a deeper investigation of the literature related to theology, 
scripture, and natural science than had ever been the case before. Interest in ico-
nography stimulated work on stained glass, the serious study of which began at 
this time and was second only to architecture.23 The investigation of manuscript 
illumination also increased dramatically, both because of iconographic interests 
and because of the belief that manuscript illuminations had served as models for 
medieval monumental sculpture. It is not often realized today just how thoroughly 
the iconographical meaning of even very prominent images had been forgotten; 
for example, no less a figure than Alexandre Lenoir could describe the kings of 
the Jesse window of St.‐Denis as a series of images of God the Father (among 
other striking misidentifications). What structure was becoming to architecture, 
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iconography was becoming to the visual arts, allowing the study of the art of the 
“renaissance of the Middle Ages” (Didron) to extend further and deeper than the 
old limits of antiquarianism.

The Later Nineteenth and Early Twentieth Century

Didron’s efforts were brought to fruition in Emile Mâle’s great iconographic 
work of 1898, L’Art religieux du XIIIe siècle, described as the first comprehensive 
study of medieval French visual art and as the culmination of nineteenth‐century 
scholarship on the subject.24 Explicitly following in the footsteps of Hugo and Di-
dron, Mâle attempted to show that the same encyclopedic program that informed 
Vincent of Beauvais’s Speculum maius also informed the sculptural programs of 
the Gothic cathedrals. He did, however, challenge Hugo and Viollet‐le‐Duc on the 
idea that elements of the great Gothic sculptural programs were the result of the 
imagination of the artist, free of church control, something Mâle admitted only 
for “purely decorative work.” This was a book of enormous impact and an impor-
tant step in deepening our understanding of the interpenetration of the literary 
and artistic cultures of the Middle Ages. In this study, Mâle expressed an attitude 
that was common for most of the nineteenth century: that it was only with thir-
teenth‐century Gothic that medieval art attained its highpoint, or, as an earlier 
generation might have said, even respectability.

However, beginning with de Gerville – and greatly developed with the work 
of de Caumont and Mérimée’s Commission des monuments historiques  –  the 
Romanesque art of France began to be seriously cataloged and studied.25 This 
effort was continued enthusiastically in the research of many scholars, of whom 
only a few can be mentioned here. Louis Courajod’s lectures of 1887–1894 at 
the Ecole du Louvre (posthumous 1899–1903) emphasized the Gallic component 
over the Roman in the development of Romanesque in unabashedly nationalistic 
terms.26 Eugène Lefèvre‐Pontalis helped establish a chronology of Romanesque 
architecture (esp. 1899). With a nationalism consonant with the colonialism of 
the Third Republic, Camille Enlart strove to show that Romanesque architecture 
originated in France and was disseminated from there, including to the Crusader 
states (1902–1927).27 André Michel oversaw the production of a collaborative 
survey from the Early Christian to the modern era, giving full attention to all 
periods of medieval and contributing to a wider popular recognition of pre‐
Gothic medieval (1905–1929). Robert de Lasteyrie, among many others, played 
an important part in the ongoing discussion of the French regional schools of 
architecture (esp. 1912).28 The influence of the new abstract movements of 
painting provided a contemporary intellectual and artistic justification of medi-
eval abstraction, and, in a work on the Romanesque sculpture of Burgundy (not 
yet a popular subject), Victor Terret went so far in accepting the abstract basis 
of Romanesque art as to condemn the previous rejection of the style’s lack of 
naturalism (1914).29 In fact, such a change had come about that, in 1901, Emile 
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Molinier, curator of the Département des objets d’art at the Louvre, could describe 
the twelfth century as superior to the “sterile” thirteenth. And Courajod could 
declare, “Nous sommes tous des barbares”30 – quite a change from Vasari’s “Goths” 
and Montalembert’s “Vandals.” To this came Mâle’s L’Art religieux du XIIe siècle 
en France in 1922. If his book on the thirteenth century was the culmination of 
nineteenth‐century medieval art historical scholarship, this one looked forward to 
the twentieth.31 In it, Mâle masterfully rehabilitated Romanesque visual art as the 
art of a great period, a subject that retains the interest of scholars to the present 
day. The themes he wove throughout his text included monasticism, the pilgrim-
age, the cult of saints, various aspects of the liturgy, and the question of Eastern 
influence. He concluded with a still important discussion of Suger and St.‐Denis, 
and the role of all this in the making of the art of the thirteenth century.

None of this went unchallenged, either from inside or outside France. The 
distinguished German art historian Wilhelm Vöge – with whom Erwin Panofsky 
wrote his doctoral dissertation – rejected the prevailing French view that mon-
umental sculpture arose at Chartres, arguing instead for origins in Burgundy 
and Languedoc, particularly Provence (1894).32 The American Arthur King-
sley Porter disputed French proprietary claims to the origins of Romanesque 
architecture (which was generally seen by French scholars of this time as arising 
in Northern France) and to the predominant role of the so‐called schools. In a 
series of important publications (esp. 1915–1917) he demonstrated the prior-
ity of the architecture of Lombardy, Spain, and Southern France, a position in 
which he was joined by Josep Puig y Cadafalch, who gave to this architecture the 
term “First Romanesque” (1928). In his Romanesque Sculpture of the Pilgrimage 
Roads (1923), Porter argued that the vehicle for this cultural transmission was 
not the French “schools” but the intellectual traffic of the pilgrimage roads aided 
by the interests of monasticism.33 He offered a radical new dating of certain key 
works of sculpture, characteristically based on documentary evidence and a more 
broadly comparative stylistic analysis (rather than simply fitting the works into 
the current French theoretical constructs of stylistic development), and giving 
precedence to Spain and Burgundy over Languedoc, contrary to the mainstream 
French position, including that of Mâle (the “Spain or Toulouse” controversy).34

More radical still were the theoretical developments that were taking place 
in the German‐speaking countries, in general, and in Vienna, in particular. The 
interest in the historical and cultural context of art as exemplified in Burckhardt’s 
work found its counterpart in two major trends. The first was a more rigorously 
conceived version of traditional connoisseurship, the self‐proclaimed “scientific” 
method of Giovanni Morelli, a French‐Italian of largely German‐Swiss and 
German education, who, even in 1890, described the irreconcilable differences 
between connoisseurs and art historians as of very long standing. After spending 
most of his life either studying medicine or in politics, Morelli began to apply the 
methods of comparative anatomy that he had learned in medicine in Germany 
and France (and the arrogance he apparently had learned in politics in Italy) to 
the study of art, achieving phenomenal success in the attribution of artworks. 
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His method consisted of the minute analysis of figurally complex but otherwise 
often insignificant elements of a composition such as ears, hands, and drapery folds 
whose depiction, he claimed, were unique to a given artist and so acted to identify 
the artist. (Bernard Berenson, who did at least some work in medieval and Late 
Roman, was, perhaps, Morelli’s best‐known disciple.) A revitalized connoisseur-
ship, whether following Morelli’s method or not, had a strong base in the thriving 
sphere of the museums, its natural home today. The second trend was based on 
the theorization of artistic form. This was given an important impetus by Konrad 
Fiedler, who was strongly opposed to historicism and who postulated that artistic 
form is autonomous, independent of its historical context, and that it comprises an 
ordering of experience on a level equal to that of language (esp. 1887).

Franz Wickhoff, sometimes described as the founder of the Vienna School of 
art history, could be said to have been strongly influenced by both trends. Wick-
hoff combined the study of form and Morellian connoisseurship – which he saw 
as a means of creating a “scientific” basis for the study of art  –  with cultural 
and intellectual history in his desire to demonstrate uniform principles of artistic 
development for all periods.35 More particularly, he legitimized the study of 
Roman art, which had been discredited since Winckelmann, seeing it as a discrete 
period with its own artistic methods and goals. This he achieved largely through 
his famous study of the Vienna Genesis (1895, with Wilhelm von Hartel), a work 
that integrated the terms “illusionism” and “continuous narrative” into the art 
historical vocabulary. Wickhoff’s colleague, Alois Riegl, was also concerned with 
articulating universal artistic laws (esp. 1893, 1901). He explicitly rejected the 
old cyclical theories of perfection and decline – which contemporary abstract art 
had helped undermine – seeing instead a Hegelian Kunstwollen at operation (an 
artistic urge, whether of a culture or of an individual), an extremely well‐known 
concept that, however, has not been taken up by the discipline. The primary 
vehicle through which Riegl explained this new theory of artistic change was his 
idea of the progression from the haptic to the optic, an idea based on contem-
porary perceptual psychology.36 A relatively complex theory that applies to all 
media, it might be briefly described in terms of the medium of sculptural relief 
as the development of a given form from relatively strongly outlined, linear, and 
flat figures isolated in the single picture plane in Egyptian art to relatively well 
modeled, three‐dimensional figures integrated into multiplanar illusionistic space 
in early Imperial Roman. Riegl stressed that no period is inherently superior to 
another, emphasized the continuity of the antique with the medieval, denied the 
distinction between the major and the minor arts, and rejected contemporary 
attempts to model art historical methodology and theory on the sciences. While 
much of what he wrote was formulated in response to certain contemporary 
materialist theories (especially those of the students of Gottfried Semper, who 
exaggerated Semper’s emphasis on the roles of function, material, and technique 
in artistic creation), he also directed some of his later writings against Josef Strzy-
gowski, who replaced Wickhoff at the University of Vienna and with whom Riegl 
clashed as well.
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Rather than see continuity between the antique and the medieval, Strzygowski 
saw certain elements of the great artistic changes of Late Roman and early medi-
eval as the result of the introduction of Eastern influences, especially from Syria, 
Armenia, and Iran (a subject that would later interest Jurgis Baltrušaitis, a student 
of Henri Focillon). The exchange has come to be known as the “Orient oder 
Rom?” controversy, one of the key debates of turn‐of‐the‐century medieval art 
history. It is now generally accepted that while the change took place from within 
Late Roman culture  –  and while there were some Eastern influences  –  other 
internal factors not identified by Riegl were operative, such as popular culture. 
(Toward the end of Strzygowski’s highly successful career, as the Nazis rose to 
power, his original ethnic interests began to take on racist overtones.) Other 
Vienna School medievalists also made important contributions to the field. Max 
Dvořák once said that a sense of history was something a person was born with, 
that it could not be taught,37 and in this he may be right. Originally close to Riegl 
in his theoretical position, a study of Goya’s Disasters of War during World War 
I led Dvorá̌k away from Riegl’s one‐sided emphasis on a virtually autonomous 
evolution of form to make the relation between style and the Christian world‐
view the driving force of his medieval work, especially as seen in his major me-
dieval study, Idealismus und Naturalismus in der gotischen Skulptur und Malerei 
(1917).38 Seeing the interrelation of all aspects of culture – theology, patristics, 
philosophy, literature – Dvořák felt that it was necessary to critically study all of 
these aspects, ultimately seeing Kunstgeschichte als Geistesgeschichte (the history of 
art as the history of ideas, the title of his last book). This approach, as obvious as 
it may seem to many today, was in strong contrast at the time to most previous 
scholarship, which, with some exceptions, typically came from the strong anti‐
clerical tradition of post‐Enlightenment and post‐Revolutionary Europe. Finally, 
Julius von Schlosser, another distinguished member of the Vienna School, should 
be mentioned, being particularly well known for his Die Kunstliteratur (1924), 
an important discussion of art historiography from the medieval period through 
the eighteenth century.39

Outside of the Vienna School and even of medieval, Heinrich Wölfflin, the 
Swiss contemporary of Wickhoff and Riegl, did important work that had rever-
berations in the field of medieval. Wölfflin wanted an “objective,” “scientifically” 
based art history, one whose goal is the explanation of artistic change through 
the art object, a purely visual concern with little reference to historical or cultural 
context. Continuing in the path of Fiedler, his was a history of the autonomous 
evolution of pure form, influenced by recent work in psychology, an “art his-
tory without names.” His best‐known articulation of this is his theory of the 
development of form using a number of dichotomies to express change, such as 
the progression from the linear to the painterly, from planarity to depth, and so 
on; a progression he saw in the context of a non‐biological and non‐qualitative 
cycle of “early, classic, and baroque” phases for each Western period style (esp. 
1898, 1915). Though his principles are no longer employed in the sense that he 
originally espoused, the influence of Wölfflin, perhaps more than any of the other 
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grand theorists of his time, does live on in the institutionalization of the practice 
of looking and describing as the explicit first stages in art historical study, and in 
the ubiquitous use of juxtaposed images in classes and lectures, for which he is 
generally believed to be the source. Theories claiming universal validity, however, 
were hardly universally accepted by contemporaries. It was against such theories 
that Georg Dehio – the influential author of the widely used Die kirchliche Bau-
kunst des Abendlandes (1884–1901) – railed as “the cold, clinical concepts in art 
history, which only an unfeeling dilettante could adopt with any confidence.”40

Equally influential in his time was Henri Focillon, a scholar who worked in a 
number of fields but who is best known for his studies of Romanesque sculp-
ture (esp. 1931, 1938). Focillon’s work was in strong reaction to the currently 
popular iconographic and contextual study of art, despite the fact that he was the 
immediate successor of Mâle at the Sorbonne. In contrast, he was interested in 
finding basic rules governing the nature and development of form (esp. 1934, 
1943). He did this in a way that was at times related to Riegl and Wölfflin, express-
ing himself in a variation of the developmental model of initial formation, per-
fection, and decline – calling them experimental, classic, and baroque – although 
he explicitly rejected any basis in Hegelian thought, which was increasingly losing 
prominence at this time.41 In the process, Focillon articulated the basic relation 
between Romanesque sculpture and architecture (medieval architectural sculp-
ture, in particular, had been seen earlier as contrary to general classicizing prin-
ciples), broadly established a new level of aesthetic acceptance for Romanesque 
sculpture (which had been low), and gave a new legitimacy to the art of the 
eleventh century (in distinction to Mâle’s twelfth). His work had an especially 
great impact in the United States, where he taught from just before the war until 
his death in 1943.

Even more widely received were the methods of Focillon’s contemporary, 
Adolph Goldschmidt. Like so many before him, Goldschmidt wanted an objective, 
“scientific” approach to the artwork, one that, to one degree or another, bor-
rowed from and could claim to be the equal of the scientific methods of the time. 
And, like others (especially Dehio), Goldschmidt was concerned with establishing 
the documentary evidence of his subject. He did this by combining unusually pre-
cise stylistic analysis (as opposed to the formal analysis of Wölfflin), iconographical 
investigation, and comparison with other artworks to group, localize, date, and 
relate large bodies of works that had never been systematically studied before. 
This was an approach that both revealed and allowed the study of the interrela-
tion of the “major” and “minor” arts. Toward this end, Goldschmidt undertook 
work of lasting importance particularly on Carolingian, Ottonian, Romanesque, 
and Byzantine ivories (writing several distinguished corpora that showed the 
interaction between East and West; 1918, 1930–1934), Carolingian and Otto-
nian illuminated manuscripts (1928), German Romanesque bronze doors, and 
German Romanesque and Gothic sculpture. Believing that art historical study 
begins with the individual artwork, he preferred practice to theory. Because of 
the wide reception of his methodology, of his role as perhaps the first major art 
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historian in Germany who was primarily concerned with the Romanesque and 
Gothic periods, and of the almost one hundred dissertations completed under 
his direction, Goldschmidt was of great importance in the development of medi-
eval art history in Germany and the United States, where he taught as a visiting 
professor on three different occasions.42

The Twentieth Century

As influential as Goldschmidt was  –  and he was very influential  –  perhaps 
Germany’s greatest contribution to art history, including medieval, was the icono
logical method originating from Aby Warburg and those associated with him. 
Warburg, who was strongly influenced by Burckhardt’s cultural history of art, first 
applied the term “iconology” to his method in 1912. Though not a medieval-
ist, he set before the discipline a new approach to the study of art, one that went 
beyond either stylistic analysis or iconography and that fundamentally ran counter 
to the theories of Riegl and Wölfflin on the autonomous development of artistic 
form. In the field of art history properly speaking, Warburg did important work 
on the meaning of antique survivals in Renaissance art. He was, however, a scholar 
of enormous breadth, with very diverse interests that included religion, magic, 
philosophy, cosmology, astrology, science, literature, psychology, and memory, 
among others. He believed that art can only be understood in its broad historical 
and cultural contexts, and toward this end incorporated all branches of learning 
and all forms of visual representation –  as well as the patron and the patron’s 
general goals – in his radical vision of an interdisciplinary cultural history of art.

Warburg was a man of independent wealth and enormous enthusiasm for his 
subject, both of which enabled him to establish first a library and then a research 
institute in Hamburg, the Bibliothek Warburg, which opened to the public in 
1926, shortly before his death in 1929. In 1933, the scholars of the Bibliothek 
Warburg, under the direction of Fritz Saxl (who did important work on medieval 
astrological manuscripts), were forced to flee the waking nightmare of National 
Socialism with their library, and, like so many others, found refuge in England. 
Here, re‐established as the Warburg Institute, they soon began to publish their 
distinguished journal (1937). They were joined in this publication effort a few 
years later (1939) by the Courtauld Institute, which was founded in 1932 and 
which eventually took up residence in the (new) Somerset House, the site of 
the death of Cromwell and the former quarters of the Royal Society of Anti-
quaries. More than any other approach to the study of art from this period of vital 
intellectual experimentation, the cultural history of art as conceived of by Aby 
Warburg – his interdisciplinary blend of iconography and iconology – retained its 
influence, if not its form, over the years.

One of the reasons, only one, that Warburg’s method became so strongly 
integrated into the historiographical tradition of art history was that it was taken 
up and refined by a man considered by many to be the most brilliant art historian 
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in the history of the discipline, Erwin Panofsky. Panofsky wrote on art theory, 
the Italian Renaissance, and the Northern Renaissance, as well as medieval. He 
was not a student of Warburg’s, but he met and was influenced by Warburg at the 
Bibliothek Warburg when Panofsky held the first professorship in art history at the 
University of Hamburg. Panofsky took Warburg’s method further and theorized 
it, in this way both demonstrating its applicability and broadening its appeal. As 
differentiated in his famous Studies in Iconology (1939), there are three levels 
of visual interpretation. Though more complex than explained here, pre‐icono-
graphical description deals with a relatively direct reading of the artistic motifs of 
an image; this was characterized by Panofsky as a history of style. Iconography is 
the study of the themes or concepts of imagery as conveyed through the literary 
and visual traditions; this is a history of types. Iconology is the “intrinsic” meaning 
or content related to the “symbolical” values, that which was the impetus to the 
selection of the iconography and which is understood by determining the “under-
lying principles of a nation, a period, a class, a religious or philosophical persuasion 
… which are generally unknown to the artist himself and may even emphatically 
differ from what he consciously intended to express”; this is a history of “cultural 
symptoms – or ‘symbols.’”43 Employing all branches of learning, as in Warburg’s 
method, this is very much a cultural history of art, but it is not one that at-
tempted to interpret specific artworks in light of their more immediate social and 
political contexts. As it pertains to medieval, this approach is most effectively seen 
in Panofsky’s discussion of medieval renascences in Renaissance and Renascences 
(1960), a study that transcended not just the fields of Renaissance and medieval 
but the discipline of art history itself. Less successful was his Gothic Architecture 
and Scholasticism (1951), which attempted to explain the subdivision, division, 
and totality of the physical structure of the Gothic cathedral as a display of “visual 
logic,” the result of the same mentality that brought about the intellectual struc-
ture of the Gothic summa  –  a theory that has not received broad acceptance. 
Though certain points of his Abbot Suger (1946) have also long been questioned 
in Europe – and more recently in the United States – it is nevertheless one of the 
seminal books of medieval art history of the twentieth century, his discussion of 
the relation of Pseudo‐Dionysian mysticism and the art program of St.‐Denis still 
being one of the central issues in medieval art history today.44

Panofsky was enormously influential in the United States in no small part 
because of his presence in America for 35 years, after having been forced to flee 
Germany in 1933. This period, before and after World War II, was an extremely 
active one for medieval art history, and Panofsky was, tragically, joined in his 
flight by a large number of distinguished art historians, many of them medieval-
ists, scholars who had an important effect on art history in the US. It is impos-
sible to present the scholarship of either these individuals or those others who 
continued to work in their home countries in this present introduction, authors 
whose names and significance will be covered in greater detail in the chapters of 
this volume.45 But let me mention one last scholar, known equally well for his 
work in medieval as in modern, Meyer Schapiro.



	 I N T RODU   C T I ON	   33

One of the most influential art historians of his time, Schapiro managed to 
address contemporary interests in form, style, and artistic change in a truly 
fundamental way, one that had no need to resort to theories of autonomous 
laws of art. He did this by accepting many of the techniques used by previous 
historians of form and style while rejecting the universalizing claims of their the-
ories. At the same time, he followed the practice of the members of the Vienna 
School and others of employing methods from outside art history proper, espe-
cially psychology, although he strongly cautioned against excess in this general 
practice. Perhaps most persuasively for many, he was instrumental in introducing 
the approach of social art history to the art of the Middle Ages, even if he himself 
followed it only inconsistently. For the purposes of this introduction, this pro-
cess shows up most clearly in his studies of the French monastery of Moissac and 
the Spanish monastery of Silos, both of which present penetrating examinations 
of Romanesque style. In 1931, Schapiro attempted to explain the sculpture of 
Moissac not as a point in an autonomous development of form or as a complex of 
iconographical puzzles to be deciphered, but as an art whose principle of abstrac-
tion was as intentional as that of the art of Schapiro’s own time. But he was not 
concerned with the dynamics of this purposeful abstraction alone, emphasizing 
as well – on a level of sophistication that had not been seen before – a realism 
that he saw emerging from this abstraction, and that he saw as in opposition to 
it. In 1939, however, in his famous study of the art of Silos, he took his explo-
ration of style further, no longer limiting himself to the visual component of 
style alone. Introducing a more contextually explicit approach than the excel-
lent, though typically more general, cultural history of Warburgian iconology, 
he explained two competing styles – one indigenous (Mozarabic) and the other 
foreign (Romanesque) – as the result of competing ideologies within the same 
institution in this period of fundamental political and social change in Northern 
Spain. In the process, he provided a historical basis to an emerging realism, see-
ing it as a manifestation of artistic freedom attributable to the rising bourgeoisie 
in the face of the traditional church establishment; at the same time, he also at-
tempted to counter the dominant view that art production was entirely subject 
to church control. His reading is shaped by Marxist theory, though not in the 
sense of simplistic or forced theories of class struggle. However, by the time of 
his article on the aesthetic attitude in Romanesque art (1947), his arguments for 
a culture of artistic freedom were now largely based on testimony that came from 
the same establishment church that he had earlier seen as fundamentally opposed 
to such freedom.46 Schapiro’s Marxist art history was short‐lived and his themes 
of the freedom of the artist, the interaction of styles, and psychology had all been 
broached before. But it was all used to such effect – even if many of the individual 
arguments have been shown to be incorrect – that his work still commands enor-
mous respect today and is seen both as a model of formal and stylistic analysis and 
as a crucial stage in the development of a social history of art.

Finally, the period from the beginning of the Vienna School to around 1968 
(the date usually given as marking, in however symbolic a way, the great changes 
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that took place in Western culture in the years following World War II) or a bit 
later was also an important one in the continued development of the art histori-
cal infrastructure, without which the discipline would not have developed in the 
way that it has. In 1873, the first International Congress of the History of Art of 
the Comité international d’histoire de l’art (CIHA) was held in Vienna. Other 
national and international organizations followed, as did a number of journals. 
Let me cite only a few, aside from those already mentioned: the Deutsche Verein 
für Kunstwissenschaft in 1908; the College Art Association in 1911, the first 
professional organization of academic art historians (Art Bulletin really was a 
bulletin when it first began in 1913; scholarly articles appeared only in 1917); 
the Medieval Academy of America in 1925 (Speculum, 1926); the Zeitschrift für 
Kunstgeschichte in 1932; the Verband Deutscher Kunsthistoriker in 1948; the 
Centre d’études supérieures de civilisation médiévale in Poitiers in 1953 (Cahiers 
de civilisation médiévale, 1958); the International Center of Medieval Art in 1956 
(originally the International Center of Romanesque Art; Gesta, 1963/1964); the 
(British) Association of Art Historians in 1974 (Art History, 1978); and Arte 
medievale in 1983. The development of university art history departments and 
university presses is a story in itself.47 The American museum of medieval art, 
the Cloisters, opened in New York in 1939. Important research guides, such as 
book and periodical indices, were established: the Répertoire d’art et d’archéologie 
(1910–1989) and the International Repertory of the Literature of Art (RILA, 
1975–1989) merged in 1991 to form the Bibliography of the History of Art (BHA, 
1975–2007), now continued by the International Bibliography of Art (IBA, 
2008–). Efforts in the area of iconography continued: the Index of Christian 
Art (now the Index of Medieval Art) was founded at Princeton University in 
1917 through the efforts of Charles Rufus Morey, primarily a scholar of Early 
Christian art; and other important iconographical aids were produced by Karl 
Künstle (1926–1928), Louis Réau (1955–1959), Gertrud Schiller (1966–1980), 
and Engelbert Kirschbaum (1968–1976). Indispensable reference works ap-
peared: The Catholic Encyclopedia (1907 f.), Fernand Cabrol and Henri Leclercq’s 
Dictionnaire d’archéologie chrétienne et de liturgie (1907–1953), The Oxford Dic-
tionary of the Christian Church (first edn. 1957; word for word, the best medieval 
reference work available), the Encyclopedia of World Art (1959), The New Catholic 
Encyclopedia (1967), and The Dictionary of Art (Grove, 1996), to name only a 
few. Many distinguished catalogs appeared and continue to appear (of which I will 
mention only two series, A Survey of Manuscripts Illuminated in the British Isles, 
1975 f. and Manuscrits enluminés de la Bibliothèque nationale, 1980 f.), as well 
as corpora (most notably the Corpus Vitrearum series, 1952 f.48). New editions 
of sources, also, continue to be published (Corpus Christianorum, 1953 f., being 
only the most prominent), as do many translation series.

With the great changes that began to emerge in the 1960s, changes that affected 
almost every aspect of Western culture, came an increasingly complex environ-
ment for medieval art history. There were many reasons for these far‐reaching 
changes. But as they apply to art history – which was especially affected by them 
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in the 1970s and throughout the 1980s – one of the initial causes may be said to 
be the relativism that has for so long been a central factor in Western thought. 
Although a recognition of the impossibility of achieving an objective historical 
reality appeared already with Herodotus – the “Father of History,” considered to 
have written the first comprehensive, more or less critical history in the West – an 
increasing appreciation of this issue had a particularly destabilizing effect on art 
history at this time. The claim of a universal standard for Classical art that had 
been so taken for granted from the first history of Western art by Xenocrates to at 
least the late nineteenth century was now seen as thoroughly invalidated, as was 
that of a “scientific” basis to so many late nineteenth‐ and early twentieth‐century 
theories of art. Not only did the universal theories of the leading scholars of ear-
lier generations seem hopelessly antiquated, but the basic necessity of continuing 
to identify, document, and classify the vast body of artistic remains from the past 
seemed lacking to some as the primary mission of art history. And while most 
of the great theorists of the earlier generations would never have insisted that a 
given approach was the only way, a reaction set in to what seemed to some to be 
attempts to put forth a single way of viewing and interpreting art. A new art his-
tory that was socially relevant and intellectually current was being called for, and 
the discipline seemed to be in a crisis.

While the “new art history” would have been quite impossible without the 
gains of the “old”  –  the indispensable work on authentication, localization, 
dating, periodization, style, attributions, biography, and so on – the “new” has 
revitalized the field and opened up new areas of research by asking new questions. 
This has come about through the adoption of interdisciplinary methodologies 
that have transformed other areas of the humanities and social sciences, typically 
described under such designations as literary criticism, structuralism, deconstruc-
tion, post‐structuralism, linguistic theory, semiotics, reception theory, narratol-
ogy, psychology, psychoanalysis, cultural studies, post‐colonialism, feminism, the 
new historicism, Marxism, and social art history. What these new methodologies 
all have in common is that they have often redirected attention from very circum-
scribed approaches regarding questions of style, form, dating, the œuvre of the 
artist, biography, and so on to broader concerns of the function of the artwork 
in its historical context – economic, social, cultural, ideological, gender, percep-
tual concerns – while reading the artwork as an active agent in the construction 
of that context.

However, these new “theories,” as they are sometimes called, are not always 
compatible, with one stating that the meaning of an artwork is constructed by the 
viewer (not the artist), another that the original meaning is unknowable, another 
still that meaning is found only deeply beneath the surface of the subject, and still 
another that the meaning of a given artwork is based in a generally recoverable 
historical reality even if formed by a complex and variable dynamic of economic, 
social, and political conditions. Structuralism, for example, looks beneath sur-
face content at social relationships in terms of an abstract system of signs, whose 
meaning lies in the relationships between these signs. Deconstruction, in contrast, 
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analyzes the text, or in the case of artworks, the “text,” in terms of binary oppo-
sitions, revealing a number of contradictory meanings that subvert the hierarchy 
that is the basis of the oppositions, ultimately hoping to show that there is no 
single authoritative reading of a given text (or “text”). And Marxism and social 
art history in general (which are not new at all, although they are usually associ-
ated with these other methodologies as part of the “new art history”) find very 
specific meanings in texts and images, though they typically see those texts and 
images in relation to contemporary ideologies.

Most of these new theories originated in the study of modern or contemporary 
culture, and, generally speaking, they were first introduced into the discipline 
of art history through those same fields of modern and contemporary. Whether 
because the medieval field already had a tradition of image theory and exeget-
ical interpretation49 or because some of the new theories are so strongly based 
in modern (as opposed to medieval) modes of thought, medieval has taken up 
some methodologies more quickly than it has others.50 These new approaches 
have resonated, in particular, in the areas of vision, reception, narratology, and 
gender.51 Other areas, such as the Crusader states, might be said to be affected in 
a significant, if relatively indirect, way by post‐colonial theory.52

New issues have also arisen, sometimes as a result of the new environment of 
interdisciplinarity, sometimes as a development of earlier issues that were never 
worked out, such as our developing conception of the artist or of patronage 
and collecting, which, at times, may now investigate the relation between art 
and society with regard to a wide range of social and political issues beyond the 
immediate identification of a given patron or pieces of a collection.53

But none of this means that proven methodologies have simply been cast 
aside – non omnia grandior aetas, quae fugiamus, habet, “Not everything old age 
has is to be spurned,” as Dugdale so boldly stated (see fig. 1-3).54 Good, often 
excellent, work continues on stylistic analysis, attribution, dating, biography, 
and iconography, whether as discrete topics or as part of broader studies. Simi-
larly, scholars continue to work toward a fuller awareness of issues related to the 
often essential liturgical context of so many medieval works of art.55 At the same 
time, subjects and issues that have been of interest to medieval art historians for 
generations continue to be of interest, although, now, they are often informed by 
the so‐called new theories in such a way that they would not be characterized as 
overtly dependent on these theories. The study of Romanesque architecture may 
address questions of economics, that of Romanesque sculpture may ask questions 
about the subjectivity of the viewer of an artwork, and that of Romanesque man-
uscript illumination may take up feminist issues.56 Work on Gothic architecture 
may reflect the new interests in the function of the artwork in its historical and 
social contexts, Gothic manuscript illumination may be concerned with the recep-
tion of the image, and stained glass may employ narratology.57 This is true for all 
the areas of architecture, sculpture, painting, stained glass, and the sumptuous 
arts.58 Some subjects that were of concern in the past have now become virtually 
distinct areas of research, including materiality, the reliquary, architectural layout, 
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sculptural programs, spolia, the monstrous, and the marginal.59 While important 
monographic studies continue to appear, specific groups of artworks – sometimes 
institutionally based, sometimes thematically – have taken on a new interest, such 
as the art of female monasticism, the art of the Cistercian Order, the illustration 
of saints’ lives, and the art of the pilgrimage.60 The primary sources continue to 
be given attention. And the interest in medieval has extended into the modern 
period in the study by medievalists of medieval revival movements and the modern 
medieval museum.61 Of all the recent changes, perhaps the most conspicuous is 
the increasingly wide and deep acceptance of one form or another of social art 
history. This interest in the social function of art has been on every point of the 
spectrum  –  typically not Marxist, although usually with a more specific focus 
than Burckhardt’s cultural history or Panofsky’s iconology. Its subjects may range 
from specific social interactions to broad social control to the particular spiritual-
ity associated with a specific social group, all of which may be seen as reinforcing 
the current social system, though often interpreted through different dynamics 
and understood in different degrees, according to the different authors. What 
has fallen by the wayside is an exaggerated concern with explaining medieval art 
through universally applicable artistic standards, cyclical theories of history, the 
exaltation of medieval art in the formation of national identities, studies of the 
artist as genius, and universal theories regarding autonomous artistic form.

Concluding Remarks

In trying to come to terms with the basic difference between Middle Eastern and 
Western modes of thought, T.E. Lawrence perceptively identified the underlying 
characteristic of modern Western thought as relativism, describing it strikingly 
as, “doubt, our modern crown of thorns” (private edn. 1926, public 1935). His 
analysis of Middle Eastern thought would now be seen as open to question in a 
number of ways. But Lawrence – “Lawrence of Arabia,” who wrote what today 
might loosely be thought of as a Master’s in medieval art history at Oxford in 
191062 – was on target with his representation of relativism (which he accepted), 
implying that it both marks a certain level of attainment for Western culture and 
punishes and perhaps even mocks its bearer at the same time. Today, the multi-
plicity of approaches within art history, whose basic impetus has been, in large 
part, modern relativism, suggests to some that the discipline is in crisis. But as this 
historiography has shown, there has never been a time since Winckelmann – that 
is, since the generally accepted beginning of modern art historical studies – that 
art history did not seem to be in crisis. It is a commonplace that each generation 
conceives of itself in reaction to the previous one. Indeed, these are not crises 
in the sense of an uncertainty over the nature of the discipline, but the periodic 
tensions of re‐addressing attitudes and focuses of study to correspond to current 
interests and perceived gaps of knowledge; such current interests, of course, not 
being in any way monolithic or accepted uncritically.63 For some, methodological 
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positions are like a religion – there is no other way. For most, however, there has 
been a distinct rejection of dogmatism and a willingness to use differing method-
ologies according to the demands of the problem chosen, seeing methodology 
and theory as means to shed light on objects of study, rather than the other way 
around. Whatever the negative aspects of this problematic relativism may be, it 
has resulted in a positive multiplicity of approaches as called for, most notably, by 
Hans Belting in 1983, whether or not this has matched Belting’s personal con-
ception. While some of these new theories will be with us in the future and some, 
like the grand theories of the past, will be discarded, a multiplicity of approaches 
is as characteristic of the early twenty‐first century as Romanticism was of the early 
nineteenth.

The current environment, however, is not explained so easily as simply one in 
which anything goes. It is not the same world it was when medieval art history 
began to establish itself so many years ago. Times have changed – including more 
than academic theories. The world‐view of the educated public has also changed, 
and the major Western cultures that could look to the past as well as the present 
for national identity in the nineteenth century increasingly look only to the pre-
sent and the future in the twenty‐first. If, in the early nineteenth century, Hugo’s 
popular novel could electrify the public in regard to medieval art and architecture, 
in the late twentieth, Umberto Eco’s novel, The Name of the Rose (1980), elicited 
no such reaction. In a key incident in The Name of the Rose, a foreshadowing 
of the main events of the novel is conveyed through the experience of one of 
the protagonists (Adso) of viewing a medieval sculpted portal based directly on 
the twelfth‐century south porch of Moissac (the same one studied so remarkably 
by Schapiro). And, later, the introduction of one of the crucial figures (Jorge) 
culminates with his vehement condemnation of the potential of medieval art to 
distract the monk from spiritual pursuits, using the words of Bernard of Clair-
vaux’s famous Apologia.64 But, despite the popularity of this book (50 million 
copies sold worldwide; the basis of a major motion picture), it had no discernible 
effect in stimulating an appreciation or even an awareness of medieval culture on 
the part of the modern public. Admittedly, Eco does not provide such a gloss on 
medieval art and architecture as Hugo did in his chapter, “This Will Kill That” 
(book 5, chapter 2). Yet medieval art and architecture are a constant in The Name 
of the Rose, a key part of the narrative, even of the plot.

The real difference lies in the fundamental change of social and political 
dynamics since Hugo’s time. Medieval culture does not relate to modern Western 
cultures – especially American – in the present day in the same way that it did in 
the nineteenth century, at a time of tumultuous formation of national identities. 
We, today, are no longer drawn to medieval by the Romanticism of an earlier 
century or by the nationalism; or by the desire to establish universal theories – the 
often captivating theories of previous scholars that are, generation after genera-
tion, called into question. Rather, we are drawn to the Middle Ages because the 
art and architecture speak to us differently from that of other times and places: 
the seeming contradictions of simplicity and complexity, stability and change, 
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domination and freedom, the looking backward and the looking forward, the 
memory of empire and the growth of urbanism, regionalism and internationali-
zation, superstition and the beginnings of modern thought, the differences from 
and the similarities to our own culture. And we are drawn by a sense of loss, the 
same sense of loss that motivated our predecessors, the first medievalists. Rele-
vancy, in any field, is the same as it ever was, even if a given field cannot spearhead 
national movements: addressing issues of contemporary concern, asking new 
questions, filling in the gaps of knowledge (both newly perceived and of long 
standing). And here, medieval seems wide open. Having only recently emerged, 
with the aid of relativism, that double‐edged sword, from the need to compete 
with the standards of Classical and Renaissance art – and the need to seek justifi-
cation in modern abstract art – a new history of medieval art is now being written, 
one step at a time. Whether we look at art history for social relevancy or in terms 
of Burckhardt’s “problem solving,” this is an exciting time for medieval. A new 
critical awareness has combined with a dedication to historical research that was 
not always the case in the past, though there have been eminent exceptions. In 
many ways, the field is open as never before. The issues of the time are varied and 
point no less than those of the past both to the heart of medieval art history and 
to its future. The destruction of the medieval patrimony with the Reformation 
and its aftermath was a great loss for Western culture. But it is a destruction from 
which many a plum is still waiting to be plucked.
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Artifex and Opifex – 
The Medieval Artist

Beate Fricke

A certain Paul signs the former screens of the schola cantorum1 in Ferentino and 
Rome, now marble fragments, referring to himself once as opifex and once as 
artifex.2 Opifex emphasizes the making of the work (opus), and artifex highlights 
the craft (ars) necessary for making.3 Paul thus understands himself as a craftsman 
and an artisan, but not explicitly as an “artist,” as tempting as it might be to use 
such a word in our translations. Indeed, the modern term “artist” carries a heavy 
weight and has been charged with an ample array of notions ranging from the 
divine artist creating out of nothing (creatio ex nihilo) to the artistic genius, but, 
as shown in Paul’s signature, the medieval perspective on artistic production sug-
gests we begin rethinking the modern connotations that have become so familiar 
to us. What, then, was the medieval “artist,” and did it even exist?

A first glimpse comes through the writings of Theophilus Presbyter, a pseudo-
nym for an unknown Romanesque author who was the first to collect and system-
ize knowledge about different artistic technologies at the beginning of the twelfth 
century.4 In the preface to his treatise’s third book, Theophilus emphasizes the 
legitimacy of artists to use their craft to embellish churches, for their craft was an 
act of pious devotion: “Through the spirit of piety you regulate the nature, the 
destination, the time, the measure, and the means of the work.”5 On the other 
hand, art historians have argued that the Romanesque period was also the first 
moment in the Middle Ages when sculptors began to express their artistic incli-
nations. Despite their works being embedded in the religious context of a church 
building, their stylistic innovations seem to indicate an increasing awareness 
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of artists’ own originality and self‐worth.6 As Rudolf Berliner observed, there 
was a distinct kind of “freedom” and autonomy that Romanesque artists had in 
relationship to their artistic inventions.7

Already in the written testimonies about the builders of the cathedral of Modena 
from 1184, we encounter far‐reaching proclamations of the skills of the leading 
craftsmen, the sculptor Wiligelmus and the architect Lanfranco.8 An inscription 
referencing the sculptor Wiligelmus is held up by the prophets Henoch and Elias, 
who were elevated directly to heaven and who usher the church’s makers toward 
the same fate. Wiligelmus is praised as an architect of what could only be con-
sidered a “wonder” or, in other words and closer to the Latin phrase mirificus 
edificator, a wonder‐causing builder. In another inscription at the same church, 
architect Lanfranco is praised as an admirable or marvelous craftsman (mirabilis 
artifex). If these quasi‐supernatural claims about workmanship were not clearly 
dated to the twelfth century, they would be more in line with Antique and modern 
conceptions of the genius.9

Indeed, prevailing early and late modern connotations about the artist obscure 
our ability to understand how medieval artists saw themselves and their works, 
and how they conceived of their roles and statuses within the larger cultural con-
text of the Middle Ages.10 The opposition between the Renaissance as a time of 
paramount artist characters, and the Middle Ages, which covered its artists with 
a veil woven of the Christian postulate of humility, goes back to Vasari (d. 1574) 
and has experienced profound revision in the past century. As Bruno Reudenbach 
has put it, this veil has revealed itself as a rather holey cloth.11

In the following, I explore three essential differences obscuring our retro-
spective view upon the medieval artist, his or her work, and his or her self‐
understanding. First is the artist’s negotiation between humility and pride, his 
or her navigation between vice and virtue in dealing with the divine gift, and the 
ability to craft and to create – to be an artifex just like the Creator. Two manu-
scripts, one from the Romanesque and one from the Gothic period, reveal meta‐
commentaries about the nature of this divine artistic gift, the act of implementing 
it, and the act of finishing a work. Through the interpretation of their decorative 
elements we can understand how artists were navigating carefully the aforemen-
tioned line between humility and pride.

In the second part I turn from painting to forms of artistic self‐representation in 
sculpture and architecture. Inscriptions embedded within such three-dimensional 
works provide the largest body of written evidence about medieval artists. 
Significant changes in these inscriptions expose important shifts regarding the 
relationship between the artwork and its maker. These shifts distill the possible 
motivations for wanting to communicate something textual that is connected 
to  but goes beyond the image or object created. These inscriptions, whether 
praising one’s own gift of craftsmanship, flagging directly the object as proof 
of  one’s mastery, or inviting the viewer to pray for one’s soul, all engage the 
audience in unique ways and articulate the relationship between the artist and his 
surrounding social and cultural contexts.
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The final section focuses on late Gothic panel painting and attends to the 
relationship between ars (craft) and scientia (knowledge). In the late medieval 
period, painting became the forum for the demonstration of and expression of 
both universal knowledge and superior craftsmanship. I am especially interested 
in the making, use of, and knowledge about color. I suggest that unique ways of 
using color can be read as individual reflections about artistic work.

Humility and Pride

A miniature at the end of a twelfth‐century manuscript, the first of two volumes 
containing Augustine’s City of God, reveals a tension between self‐identification as 
the maker of the manuscript and the postulation for humilitas (humility) (fig. 2-1).12

Medieval artists do not use their signatures to claim authorship of their art- works, 
but rather inscribe themselves in curious, often ironic ways. What kind of materials 
can we then use to start understanding the medieval notion of artistic produc-
tion? Let us take a look at a manuscript that is both typical and unusual. It follows 
the standards of Romanesque book production with some illuminated initials, 
yet it is exceptional because it contains and exposes some aspects of the creator’s 
self‐understanding. On the last page of the manuscript (fig. 2-1) we see Hildebert 
raising his right hand, clenching what is most likely a pumice in his fist. He is 
about to throw it to his left, at a hungry intruder exploring the workshop of the 
two collaborators, scribe and illuminator, in search of food. This big mouse or 
rat has just knocked off one of the bowls filled with food from Hildebert’s table. 
While the rodent sniffs at the large piece of cheese, a roasted chicken is about to 
hit the floor. His colleague Everwinus has not realized what is going on behind 
his back, though a second later the sound of the vessel crashing to the floor will 
stir him up. At this particular moment, however, he is fully sunken into drawing 
a splendid ornament while sitting on a modest stool. His position, posture, and 
attire form a stark contrast to Hildebert above. Hildebert was about to erase 
something, as indicated by the pumice, the knife in his left hand, and the quill 
tucked behind his right ear. He is seated on a comfortable pillow upon a lavish 
throne, and he has his own table with food waiting for him (mensa Hildeberti). 
A sumptuous desk is formed by a standing lion, and the open book shows a few 
words in black written on red lining. Two horns are inserted in the holes on the 
desk’s upper edge, two writing feathers are tucked in two holes at the right edge, 
and a rabbit’s foot is waiting next to them.13 The opened pages reveal the anger 
boiling in the scribe’s heart: “Miserable mouse! More and more often you pro-
voke my anger, God should destroy you.”14 The two animals and the two humans 
are paired in significant opposition. The lion’s tail is wreathed around and bet-
ween his legs as if he is afraid of the fearless rodent and would love to run and 
hide. The scribe seated on a throne is filled with anger while the lay painter joy-
fully devoted to the perfect form of an ornament is using his brush (not a feather), 
and is bowed over his hand‐held board on a stool.15
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I suggest reading this scene as a humble reflection by the illuminator and the 
scribe about acts of creation, including their act of making and illuminating a 
manuscript. We must first reflect upon the position of this illumination within 
Augustine’s City of God.16 The scene has been understood as a humorous self‐
portrait by a medieval artist.17 As much as this claim can hold true to a certain 
extent, I argue for amending the reading of this scene, following Ulrich Rehm, 
who has pointed out pictorial components of the scene (the mouse and the scribe’s 
anger) as references to the eleventh book’s contents that precede it.18 But one can 

Figure 2-1  Hildebert and Everwinus, Augustinus, De civitate dei, end of 12th century, 
Metropolitní Kapitula u sv. Víta v Praze, MS A XXI/I:153r. Source: Reproduced by 
permission of Metropolitní Kapitula.
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go even a step further: The book that precedes the illumination deals directly 
with how to understand and access the creation of God – i.e. how in the smallest 
hint one can understand the largest ideas. This textual content, coupled with 
the fact that the eleventh book is one of the few passages in a medieval text 
where ars/opus, artifex/opifex, and artificium/opificium are distinguished from 
each other purposefully and meaningfully, calls us to read this self‐portrait as 
not only that, but also as a reflection about the relationship between human 
and divine artifex.19

Let us look closer to the lines that precede the image. Augustine repeatedly 
addresses the power of imagination and the importance of fantasy in under-
standing the divine creation; medieval artists, through their creative acts, could 
conceptualize the deeper dimensions of the divine acts of creation.20 He emphasizes 
that man, as he is “made in God’s image,” can succeed in battling the vices and 
rise “above those lower parts he has in common with the beasts, which brings 
him nearer to the Supreme.”21 In addition, he suggests overcoming our incli-
nations to see a flaw, a vice, or the devil as such, for they are still a part of the 
divine creation and embody the challenge of understanding the truth behind 
the visible:

This is the beginning of God’s creations (figmenti domini) … And because God, 
when He created him, was certainly not ignorant of his future malignity, and foresaw 
the good which He Himself would bring out of his evil.22

Even the smallest details – the hungry rodent, the composition of two pairs of 
humans and animals, of two kinds of labor, the making of a small ornamen-
tal detail  –  speak to the wisdom of the world’s divine designer.23 The mise-
en-scène is a hint of what the divine creator or a human artist had in mind 
when creating the external characteristics; learning how to move deeper allows 
access to the ideas and processes behind the creation of the world or a work of 
art. The notion of art this implies, however, is different from representing an 
abstract idea. What we need to understand in order to look at the described 
ambivalence between the illuminator’s humbleness and pride in its own terms 
is the implicit reference to Augustine’s ideas about creation and their relation 
to human craftsmanship.

Divine and Human Acts of Creation

A later, Gothic manuscript from 1255, the so‐called Hamburg Bible or Bible of 
Bertoldus, depicts the process of making manuscripts in more than half a dozen of 
the manuscript’s 89 illuminated initials (fig. 2-2).24 Such evidence is particularly 
strong in the last of the illuminated initials, positioned right before the book of 
Revelation, which shows the painter himself in the act of painting. What we face 
here is nothing less than a self‐portrait of the illuminator, who depicts himself 
with the materials needed to make the manuscript.25



Figure 2-2  Initials to Genesis and to Revelation, Hamburg Bible, 1255, Copenhagen, 
Det Kongelige Bibliotek: G.K.S.4.2E: 5v and 208r. Source: Reproduced by permission 
of Det Kongelige Bibliothek, København.
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The first illumination in the same manuscript, the Genesis initial, also contains 
explicit references to the artist’s ideas about creativity. It is significant that the 
illuminator inscribes the power of his craft into the original moment of divine 
creation. This I‐Initial is composed of several medallions depicting the beginning 
of the Genesis story, and the creator stands to the right of the first. In this first 
medallion a deep blue sky spreads out above the chaotic mixture of … color? 
Yet, it remains open to our interpretation whether this spread of color should be 
viewed as the four elements or prime matter. Blue, yellow, and red, along with 
black‐and‐white streaks of color, permeate the lower two‐thirds of the sphere. 
The chaos at the beginning of creation had never before been represented as a 
mixture of colorful strokes, an innovative pictorial formula for paradoxically using 
artistic media to give shape to the chaos or nothingness out of which God gener-
ates the world. By finding an artistic visualization of the very moment of creation 
itself the artist assumes a position that suggests a homology between divine and 
artistic creation. In the Hamburg Bible, this creation out of nothing (creatio ex 
nihilo) becomes a visual metaphor for the origin of painting and, at the same time, 
for the origin of colors in light. What one sees is the original chaos of the world, 
that had thus far been considered beyond representation, painted in color.

To provide the beholder with further information about what it is exactly that 
she or he is seeing, inscriptions are provided on cards or on scrolls. The scribe uses 
the present tense for all of these inscriptions, even though the Vulgate, the Latin 
translation of the Bible, he is quoting for the main text uses the past tense, as is 
the case for the fourth day of creation (fecit instead of fiant). The works of the 
divine creation, then, are shown as pictures, and the words that were spoken while 
they were created are emphasized by the painter by way of the textual inscrip-
tions.26 Again, this shift in tenses inserts the artistic potential in the moment of 
divine creation. The moment of artistic visualization thus is meant to resemble 
and reify original creation.

In both the manuscript’s first and last miniatures, Genesis and Revelation, is 
colorful, painterly matter – that is, the means through which the artist represents 
the act of creation – imbricating the artist’s own act as a similar and inextricable 
enterprise. The innovative beginning and the pictorial “colophone” at the end 
are visual; the painter speaks through the emphasis given to the materials of his 
craft, the pigments, or mere color. On the Genesis page, creation coming into be-
ing follows along a continuum, with the seven medallions of the creation moving 
down the page to a lower horizontal level, where the fall of man marks the end 
of creation and the beginning of time. In the Revelation illumination, the illu-
minator paints his self‐portrait also at the end point of a painted continuum that 
begins at the top of the page. While all other illuminations in the Hamburg Bible 
that show monks preparing parchment or writing are restricted to the initial of 
which they are a part, only the Revelation initial shows the painter having direct 
access to the act of revelation. This moment of revelation is shown at the top of 
the same page via the vertical, ornamental frame connecting the top and bottom 
of the page. The initial opening the book of Revelation is connected through the 
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red frame and blue vine, as if to indicate a special connection, circumscribing 
his own work as a self‐portrait inspired through an act of divine inspiration. 
What we can see here is indeed a telling example of a medieval painter embedding 
his self‐portrait into the beginning of the book of the Revelation as yet another 
act of revelation.

Artists’ Inscriptions: Expressions of Presence, Praise, and Prayer

Since Antiquity (and even earlier) artists have inscribed themselves into their 
finished works, bearing signatures or displaying phrases that laud the maker: 
“I was made by …” or “… made me” (… me fecit). Hereby, the artifact turns 
from an object into a person, as if it could speak and tell of its own making. 
As Horst Bredekamp has emphasized, this applies not only to artworks, but 
also to bells, door‐knobs, ivory crucifixes, and other objects.27 Herbert Kessler 
has provided ample food for thought if such inscriptions indeed refer to their 
makers. He suggested that connecting the modern concept of the artist to a 
medieval individual’s creativity may be a rash conclusion. Take the case of the 
famous tympanum at Autun, where Gislebertus prominently carved his name 
below the feet of Christ in Heaven. This inscription prompted nineteenth‐
century writers to credit the work to him. Yet, Gislebertus may, in fact, have 
been the donor, not the sculptor. In his analysis Kessler describes a complex 
process of collaboration involving donors, patrons, designers, and fabricators. 
In an interactive group effort they were utilizing quotation and widely circu-
lated pattern books, rather than relying on individual creativity.28 However, in 
several cases, the inscriptions express more than merely a name or an explicit 
mention of a specific profession.29 They comment on the quality of the artist’s 
own work, ranging from praising their own artistry to outranking other artists 
through sheer humbleness.

Different Phases of Inscriptions

Many important studies have collected Western medieval inscriptions and studied 
the implicit and/or explicit references to the artist and his work.30 Already in 
the nineteenth century scholars such as Adolphe‐Napoléon Didron (d. 1867) 
and Fernand de Mély (d. 1935) were undertaking inscription analysis to revise 
the presumption of the devout and therefore anonymous medieval artist. Anton 
Springer’s (d. 1891) study of artist‐monks discussed the contributions of lay and 
clergy to the production of medieval works of art based on primary sources and 
inscriptions. In the 1890s the rising practice of Stilkritik and attribution to (anon-
ymous) “masters” introduced a practice that dominated especially the fields of 
book illumination, medieval ivories, and sculpture. Their method of using style to 
identify artworks where there were no labels was thereby cementing the notion 
that medieval artists conceived themselves in relationship to the products of their 
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craft. Against this grain, Meyer Schapiro suggested reading the prominent 
visibility of inscriptions in medieval (contrary to Antique) works as a sign for the 
new appreciation of artistic achievements.31 In addition, Walter Paatz has argued 
that in the eleventh century, with the use of the Epitheton doctus (learned, eru-
dite), came the emergence of a crafting artist from the sphere of craftsmanship, a 
phenomenon related to the spiritual context of scientia (wisdom, knowledge).32

Let us take a closer look at the changes in inscriptions referencing the artist. 
The group of the so‐called Cosmati, a group of marble workers active in Rome 
from the twelfth to the fourteenth century, has received wide attention as a 
significant and consistent group worthy of closer examination.33 Peter Corne-
lius Claussen’s studies addressing, but not limited to, this group were key to 
seeing the medieval artist’s signature as distinct carrier of complex information 
about sociocultural context. He distinguished four different phases for Italian 
inscriptions. First, a heroic phase (1100–1150), in which signatures and epi-
graphic praise of the artist were part of the artist searching for his or her position 
within the formation of the Italian communes. Second, a phase of consolidation 
of craftsmanship (until c.1200), characterized by a reduction of the praise as an 
expression of now-achieved social status. Third, the phase of academic aspiration 
(c.1200–1250), reclaiming the realization of an ars docta along with an increase 
of reception of Antiquity. Finally, a lapidary phase (until c.1300), in which epigraphy 
as primary medium of artistic praise is replaced slowly through the rise of artists’ 
biographies and the historiography of art.34

An excellent example for the third group can be found along the upper edge 
of a large basin, recently acquired by the Louvre Abu Dhabi (fig. 2-3). As the 
beholder walks around what seems to be a former fountain, he or she reads an 
inscription on the lip. The polished verse composed in leonine hexameters praises 
its maker, Bonifilius. Chiseled in clear letters, the verse reads in English trans-
lation: “The greatest of (all) artists, whom no one in the whole world equals, 
skillfully sculpted this famous basin. The world applauds him whom (already) 
his great talent praises and blesses. His name is Bonifilius.”35 This inscription was 
originally read high above eye level. The heads of the animal frieze at the lower 
part of the basin attempt to look down at the beholder, suggesting an installation 
of the basin well over a full man’s height. And, as we circumnavigate the object 
and read, we realize too that the movement of the animals goes in the direction 
opposite of our movement and the text, as two pairs of lions chase two pairs of 
dragons away from us. Ironically, a sole porcupine interrupts their line at one 
point.36

The inscription reveals the artist’s high self‐esteem, matched rarely in other 
inscriptions. Few artists push self‐praise like Bonifilius. Not only does he praise 
himself and his skill for being so worthy of true admiration, but he also calls upon 
viewers to acclaim him further. In addition, he makes reference to specific sculp-
tural skills; the internal wordplay within the hexameter lets his carving the famous 
(clarvm) basin for the water refer also to the clear (clar(ar)um) water and meta-
phorically allude to his skillful stone‐carving as if it were as fluid as water.



54 	 B e at e  F r i c k e

This culmination of artistic self‐praise is followed by Claussen’s aforementioned 
fourth and final phase, the lapidary phase (c.1250–1300). Claussen describes 
the loss of the signature’s superlatives; the artists, and in particular the Cosmati, 
return to humble phrases composed of a name followed by “me fecit.”37 This is 
really close to the signature of the Renaissance. In Jan van Eyck’s painting (and 
presumed self‐portrait), with the date 1433 we read “johes.de.eyck.me.fecit” 
(Jan van Eyck made me).38 And this lapidary phase of inscriptions in sculpture 
and architecture is also the time of Cimabue and the early Giotto in the genre of 
painting. Giotto is the first artist since Antiquity who uses the signature with the 
genitive, Opus Iotti, emphasizing the object as a work of Giotto even stronger. 
This formula, inspired by Antique signatures, comes to be extremely widespread 
in the Renaissance, especially in Quattrocento Italy. So, in the case of Giotto, we 
have both an early predecessor of a formula that becomes standard formula in the 
fifteenth century and, at the same time, we encounter no signature in most of his 
works. Claussen contemplates that these men, who were called from commission 
to commission, from one city to the next city, had indeed attained a status that 
was described from the Renaissance onwards as “artists.” The artistic signature of 
the Renaissance demanded nothing more than a name and substantiating visible 
skills through the more or less invisibility of reputation.39 Giotto, already famous 
in his time, obviously did not need to sign his works. The artist’s signature was 
substituted by a distinctive, individual style.

It is unlikely that this sudden sobriety was caused by the influence of 
the mendicant orders, for mendicant monks working as craftsmen deliver the 

Figure 2-3  The ‘Bonifilius’ Fountain, Northern Italy (?), late 12th/early 13th centuries, 
Abu Dhabi, Louvre. Source: Reproduced by permission of Louvre, Abu Dhabi.
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most voluble signatures of this time. Claussen suggests that, to the contrary, 
the change was based on a reorganization of the artists and their commis-
sions, i.e. the rise of larger workshops with apprentices and a headmaster, 
who together took on multiple commissions.40 I argue, however, that the 
shift was not only based on the reorganization of labor, but also on the 
changing identity of the artist that was both informed by and a facilitation of 
the new labor structures.

The tradition of artistic self‐proclamation gains a distinctly social and political 
dimension in the early fourteenth century. In Pisa, Giovanni Pisano (d. after 
1314) raises himself an epigraphic monument, and it is only around here 
where such expression of artistic and academic aspirations through inscriptions 
remains conventional. Elsewhere at this time the so‐called lapidary phase has 
reintroduced humbleness as the operative artistic mode, and “… me fecit” has sup-
planted the ars docta of speaking through learned verses filled with references 
to Antique rhetoric and poetry. Pisano praises himself as blessed with higher 
skill than his father, and as a learned man from Pisa – the best that was ever seen 
in the Pistoian pulpit.41 His inscription demonstrates the culmination of the 
rhetoric of artistic pride, and it also reveals how such pride newly established 
social context and status within the Italian city‐states. While these inscriptions 
gain social specificity, they are also quite multivalent. Firstly, Giovanni Pisano’s 
inscriptions at the pulpits in Pistoia and Pisa are a praise to God inscribed in a 
work, which the artist completed due to the divine gift of his artifice: “I praise 
the true God, the creator of all excellent things, who has permitted a man to 
form figures of such purity.” Secondly, they inform the beholder about the 
history of the work: from its completion (1311) to difficulties in Pisa during 
the object’s execution,42 with a pun referencing the conflict between the Guelfs 
and Ghibellines.43 Thirdly, Giovanni praises his own mastery and in return the 
praise – now coming from the beholder admiring his work – is thus meant to 
honor both the artist and his self‐reflexive artifice:

He is a Pisan by birth, like that Giovanni, who is endowed above all others with 
command of the pure art of sculpture, sculpting splendid things in stone, wood and 
gold. He would not know how to carve ugly or base things even if he wished to do 
so. There are many sculptors, but to Giovanni remain the honors of praise.44

Last but not least, Giovanni instructs the beholder to “test them with the 
proper rules” and includes a final expression of his hope that Christ should 
have mercy on the man (him) to whom such gifts were given, picking up the 
topos of a self‐inscription into heaven, an expression of the artist’s hope to 
have gained a secure space in heaven through his works.45 The comparison 
between the two inscriptions shows a distinct shift. Different from Bonifilius’ 
basin, the contemporary social and cultural context is present in Giovanni’s 
inscription, and the beholder is embedded in a complex web of praise of God, 
invitation for praise, and self‐praise.
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Anonymity and Differentiation of Labor

Another even more profound and influential change had happened before the 
times when Bonifilius and Giovanni Pisano chiseled their self‐praises: the names 
of individual artists began to completely disappear. In the genre of French Gothic 
architecture, the idea of the “anonymous artist,” the absence of any signature 
or name recorded, was especially fetishized in the nineteenth century, as art 
historians celebrated the idea of an anonymous collective of artists contributing 
to the making of buildings, which were supposed to appear more like a heavenly 
site than a creation of heavy human labor.46 In contrasting the opposing poles of 
epigraphic self‐articulation in Romanesque signatures and the collective name-
lessness of Northern French Gothic cathedrals, Claussen questions the ideology 
of anonymity in the Gothic cathedrals. He argues in favor of the idea that anony-
mous members were contributing to the building of a “wonder” with their craft. 
The cathedral as a Celestial Jerusalem is built by workers, who, exactly in this 
time develop highly specialized skills, acquire scholarly knowledge (scientia) 
relevant to their craft, and divide their labor. All contribute to build an architec-
tonic “wonder” with no connotation of human labor. Exactly in this period of 
anonymity, until the second half of the thirteenth century, a new type of architect 
arose: the technically versatile expert.

A century later this role turned into the “star‐architect,” whose status allowed 
him to join the ranks of kings, noblemen, and bishops, and whose images adorned 
the portrait gallery of the cathedral he had built. In the gallery of the Cathedral 
of Prague, among kings and church officials, we also encounter the bust of its 
chief architect, Peter Parler, without an inscription, but bearing the tool of his 
profession proudly on his chest.47 In this moment architects fully stepped out of 
their anonymity. Moreover, since the second half of the thirteenth century, we can 
find inscriptions in the church and on tombs. They inform us just as the written 
records inform us about the architect’s work.

At the same time, important changes can be observed in other genres of 
Gothic art, too. Different spheres of artistic production emerge: The major 
groups can be differentiated into artists working in a monastic context, lay 
artists, court artists, and artists working in cities.48 Of interest in the last 
decades are also groups beyond such categories, or groups that overlap them, 
such as in the case of female artists working in and beyond the convent. Jef-
frey Hamburger has demonstrated how nuns as female artists gained a larger 
audience in the Middle Ages, as well as how sisters’ methods, their modes of 
visualization, and their works’ content have changed the history of art since.49 
Through studying such manuscript illuminations together with early prints, 
textiles, and metalwork, he has broadened our understanding of their role 
within the context of religious spirituality and reconstructed the artistic, 
literary, and institutional traditions that shaped the lives of cloistered women.

More recently, other aspects relating to changing working conditions working 
conditions in the late medieval period have gained scholarly attention, to which 
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we will turn now. Artists experiment with new techniques and materials, they 
experience a high level of mobility, and toward the fifteenth century they reach a 
new level of professionalization.

Ars and Scientia – Changing Notions of “Ars/Kunst” 
and New Materials for Making Art

“Cry, craft (kunst), cry and grieve bitterly, no one cares now any longer for thee.” 
The inscription is one of two vertical inscriptions on the outer frame of Lucas 
Moser’s altar at Tiefenbronn (Germany), finished in 1432 (fig. 2-4). As shown 
by Amy Morrison, the notion that Moser’s verse is “a sign of the burgeoning 
self‐awareness of the artist” has been challenged by more recent scholarly find-
ings stating clearly that kunst (craft, art) is not used in its modern sense (art) 
here, but as craft.50 Moser’s inscription adds another layer to the complexity of 
the artist’s self‐expression – this time an emotional layer or register, that of the 
impending separation of the creative process upon the completion of the object. 
Moser laments the moment of finishing the altar for Tiefenbronn. He has to 
move on to the site of the next commission. Opposed to this loud outcry on the 

Figure 2-4  Lucas Moser, Magdalene altar, 1432, Tiefenbronn, St. Magdalene. Source: 
Reproduced by permission of Tiefenbronn.
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left wing, the tone is entirely different on the right. Here, on the band that runs 
between the right and the middle panel is a proud inscription. Right in front of 
the church, and visually connected to the painted church interior, we find the year 
in which he finished the work, the name of his hometown, Wil, and an explicit 
reference to himself as master and to the altar as his work (maister des werkx). The 
position of the two inscriptions may not be coincidental. On the left wing we see 
the sea journey of Magdalene and her companions and read the painter’s barely 
legible lament. On the right wing we are inside a church, comparable to the one 
Moser made the altar for, and in a very legible script we read about the altar’s 
painter and date. Just as Mary Magdalene here has folded her hands in prayer, we 
are encouraged to pray for Moser. While the left inscription is indeed quite unusual, 
and lends a strong voice to the artist’s silent inner wish expressed in the verse form, 
the clearly legible script of the right vertical inscription follows standard practices 
found in comparable altars of the same time made in this region.51 Moser must have 
encountered ideal working conditions, since the technical analysis has revealed that 
regarding the materials used, e.g. the pigments and gold leaf, he was using only the 
best materials in abundance and with excellent knowledge how to apply them.52

Peter Strieder, in rejecting the definition of Kunst as art for the time of Lucas 
Moser, argued that the word Kunst only gained a new meaning by the end of the 
fifteenth century, as seen in Dürer’s writings. It did not refer to manual dexterity, 
but rather a combination of ars and scientia, which gave a new standing to what it 
meant to have artistic ability.53 What we consider to be Kunst in the sense of “fine 
art,” Strieder emphasizes, was not developed and brought into common usage 
until Goethe and Schiller in the eighteenth century. It was only by then that art 
could be described as the fruit of the genius, who through “talent,” i.e. a natural, 
inborn gift, gives rule to art.

New Materials

There were also practical developments in late Gothic painting: the use of new 
pigments, the rise of oil painting, the division of labor within the workshop, and 
a rising number of manuscripts collecting knowledge about materials used and 
techniques. All had an impact upon artistic education and practices, the making 
of “art” works. In a longer perspective these changes also had significant impact 
upon the concepts of ars and opus and in consequence the notion of the artist.54

But how do the use of new pigments, the relevant knowledge and accessibility, 
and new ways of using “color” reveal deeper insights about the painter’s perspec-
tive upon their ars (craft)?55 Giotto’s use of pseudo‐Arabic inscriptions and the 
slightly horseshoe‐shaped arch in the border of Mary’s veil in his panel Enthroned 
Madonna with Child at the National Gallery of Art in Washington has been identi-
fied as an early example for the embedding of distinct “otherness” into a panel for 
an Christian altar.56 These references to the East were described as “uncommon 
and not otherwise used in Giotto’s circle.”57 However, recent studies have revealed 
that an extremely rare pigment, the green‐blue copper mineral mixite, was used in 
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the striking yellow‐green lining of Mary’s mantle.58 Giotto, in other words, knew 
not only how to get rare minerals for preparing his pigments, but he also had 
the knowledge of how to use them and combine them with further, textual‐pic-
torial elements of “otherness.” In her lucid study of real and imagined painting 
materials, Anne Dunlop has revealed how such textile or scriptural references to 
Eastern origins in later Italian paintings of the Madonna were often combined with 
painted, fictive inlays and precious stones on the reverse.59 She suggests such two‐
sided paintings imply a “conceptual link between the holy bodies they represent on 
their fronts and the fictive stones on the versos.” According to Dunlop, such panels 
were made of pigments as exotic iconographic details like the Kufic inscription in 
Mary’s halo and the depicted textile from East Asia. Those new pigments and 
painting materials were made from Asian stones, the gold came from Africa, and 
silver and tin from northern Alpine mines. Through a careful examination of 
radically shifting trade, she shows that these distant places contributed to the attri-
bution of unusual properties of the stones and metals that were used by the artist’s 
hands to incarnate holy figures. Anne Dunlop’s line of argument that the strange 
materials from afar enhance the hidden power of the holy figures, who also reside 
afar, in heaven, is reflected in a treatise by Cennino Cennini. He defines painting 
as the skills to “find invisible things hiding in the shadow of ones in nature and 
to capture them with your hand, so that you can make manifest that which 
is not there.”60 The artist’s knowledge to do so relies on both the knowledge 
(scientia) of what is hidden, as well as the art (ars) to make the absent visible. 
This knowledge reached from well beyond the artist’s workshop and the local 
market or trader of minerals. The most precious minerals hailed from the East. 
Since lapidaries tend to shy away from geographic information, it is the genre 
of fantasy‐enriched travel literature that filled the knowledge gap.61 The act of 
gaining scientia to implement ars was not just a geographical and epistemolog-
ical conundrum, but a devotional one. Colors and pigments were used to both 
depict and learn about heaven.62

At the end of the medieval period Albrecht Dürer used colors in an unprece-
dented way. A last example can show how what has been slowly unfolding in the 
preceding periods – the mediating role of “pure color” and particular pigments as 
described above – can be either considered as its culmination, or its transforma-
tion and overcoming.

Dürer’s reference to the intricate relationship between pigments, painting, and 
their mutual contribution to the generation of meaning is particularly evident 
on the back side of one of the earliest panel paintings attributed to him, the 
Man of Sorrows at Karlsruhe, Germany.63 On this reverse side, a flaming spec-
tacle of color draws attention to an act of creation connected to the medium 
of paint (fig. 2-5).64 This part of the work has traditionally been interpreted as 
an echo of the stone burial chamber seen on the front.65 Walter Seitter has sug-
gested the panel’s verso to be cut agate. Through a painted magnification of this 
geological matter, Dürer delivers this cut of stone to our sight, revealing the 
sinuous interior of the stone’s structure.66 Yet there is even more at stake here.  
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The connections between this geological tissue and numerous modes of artistic 
birth, not to mention references to incarnation and resurrection, are, as I have 
argued elsewhere, too manifold to interpret the reverse painting as just a depiction 
of a specific type of marble.

Along these lines, George Didi‐Huberman’s work on Castagno has taught us 
to understand marbleizing effects, especially when colorful, as petrified and thus 
divine art.67 In the Last Supper, painted for the refectory of Sant’ Apollonia in 
Florence between 1445 and 1450, for example, panels of painted marble are 
rendered in gentle colors behind all of the apostles. In the panel behind Christ, 
however, the otherwise gentle colors of painted marble seem to explode behind 
Christ’s head in a cacophony of vibrancy. In this manner, the picture’s marble 
plate becomes the “artificial” trace of the divine in nature. Didi‐Huberman 
interpreted marmi finti as a pictorial figure, or indication, of Christ’s unrepre-
sentability, and the fictive marble spots on Dürer’s panel’s reverse could similarly 
be read as signs of incarnation, as has been done for Castagno, Fra Angelico, 
and other painters on both sides of the Alps.68 However, Dürer’s reverse seems 

Figure 2-5  Albrecht Dürer, recto and reverse of Man of Sorrows, Kunsthalle Karlsruhe. 
Source: Reproduced by permission of Kunsthalle Karlsruhe.
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to reveal a more complex commentary upon the relationship between artistic 
material (paint and color) and “representation,” especially when considering its 
relationship to the front, with both displaying different deployments of surface 
color, yet under the common rubric of the form‐giving power of Dürer’s mimetic 
style. On the panel’s recto, Dürer mixes colors to render Christ’s skin, which hold 
the color nuances together in and as a living body. The suffering body and with 
it the picture itself breathes within this colored skin of paint, more immediately 
than any marble statue.69 Dürer’s rendering of stone on the verso, by contrast, is 
organized in such a way as to encompass the entire color spectrum, placing bril-
liant individual color values alongside one another almost without intermediate 
tones. This is an artistic move which places the relationship between medium and 
representation in the hands of the beholder; in his treatise on color, Dürer empha-
sizes that iridescent colors should never be painted, and argues that colors should 
be instead mixed by the eye itself.70 In this panel he thus points to the difference 
between a representation and its perception.

If we incorporate these observations of pendant paintings into a reconsidera-
tion of the well‐known front side, we also come to a remarkably different view of 
the purpose of representation and its relationship to the artist’s identity. The por-
trait of Christ is presented above an ambiguously rendered easel’s edge, which is 
simultaneously a stone balustrade, thus I consider the rear side of the panel to be 
an unsigned “self essay,” setting the stage for the several signed self‐portraits to 
come. What we see here is a model of the divine artifex avant la lettre. Not mixing 
the colors on the reverse and leaving them separate refers not only to the capacity 
for perception and painterly effects, but also to the origin of painting in the divine 
creation of colors (i.e. the pigments made of earths and ores), as well as the artist’s 
ability to reenact that origin, creating a mimetic painting akin to God’s creation of 
man. Furthermore, the shape on the panel’s back resembles a cave where pigments 
were mined and collected. This mimesis – the making of a painting – parallels the 
creation of the divine artifex, who made the stones in the earth to be turned into 
pigment by the artist. With this ambivalence involving the two sides of panel, Dürer 
combines all three aspects of the self‐understanding of medieval artists discussed in 
this contribution. Firstly, he negotiates the divine origins of his artistic power and, 
by doing so, oscillates between humility and pride. Secondly, he refers to his own 
physiognomy, and to his artistic practice in painting a picture of Christ. Last but 
not least, with the painterly elaboration about the origins of color and pigments, he 
demonstrates the profound changes in the relationship of ars and scientia.
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nomine Paulus” and at Rome: “Nunc operis quicquid chorus ecce nitet pretiosi artificis 
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65	 Fröhlich, “Karlsruher Schmerzensmann,” pp. 400–401.
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Vision
Cynthia Hahn

Some understanding of what it means “to see” underlies any concept of art. 
In recent years it has been argued, however, that sight is not the immutable and 
ahistoric sense that it was once understood to be. Rather, as “visuality,” it has a 
history. This chapter will examine some of the ways that conceptions of vision and 
visuality have shaped and driven scholarship on medieval art.1

Before beginning, it should be noted that vision has two distinct meanings 
in medieval art, both important to our purposes here. The first concerns the 
theological, scientific, and cultural understanding of the means and possibilities of 
sight or the gaze. The second meaning, related, but often treated quite separately, 
concerns mental and revelatory or nightmarish experiences. These visions 2 are 
important theologically and culturally, but are only a subset of an understanding 
of the more abstract issue of the meaning of vision.

An intriguing starting point for the understanding of vision derives from its 
negation. That is, Moshe Barasch has treated the “mental image” of blindness 
and has shown that just as vision has a history, so too does blindness – one which 
illuminates some of the issues that will concern us in discussing sight. Barasch 
clarifies that blindness in Antiquity might be a physical failing but also could 
represent special qualities of vision, as for example, those of a “seer”; in his analysis 
of the Gospels and early Christian era, he shows that blindness can represent a 
state of sin or a temporary state of nothingness, as when Paul is struck blind on 
the road to Damascus. Later medieval meanings shift yet again, continuing the 
notion of the blind sinner but introducing a new ambiguity with the figure of the 
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itinerant beggar who can be either devious or virtuous. The Middle Ages addi-
tionally creates the category of noble and allegorical figures, such as Synagogue, 
that represent a condition of disastrous blindness signified by a blindfold.

Just as these meanings vary from seer to sinner, so cultural perceptions of the 
utility and status of sight vary widely throughout the Middle Ages and even verge 
upon contradiction. They range from the insistence on the “eye of the mind” and 
lowered eyes in early medieval work, to the wary use of the visual, to the cultur-
ally determined “gaze” and a full confidence in the epistemological potential of 
physical sight in the later Middle Ages. Although our charge here is to consider 
discussions of art from the Romanesque to the Gothic, it will be necessary to 
include some scholarship on earlier and later art in order fully to understand the 
impetus for discussions of vision in medieval art.

One of the striking qualities of the literature on vision is how often the wheel has 
been reinvented. The core of scholarship has been produced in religious studies 
and history of science. Art historians have turned to this material for insight and 
have not, for the most part, built upon previous art historical studies; a situation 
that has only gradually begun to change 10 years after I first wrote this comment 
(see below).

Given the impossibility of constructing a coherent historiography because of 
these reasons, I will not attempt to treat the subject chronologically, either in 
terms of bibliography or in terms of any “development” of the history of vision 
within the Middle Ages. Rather, I will rely upon disciplinary and conceptual 
categories to outline the complexities of the topic.

Of course, the first task must be a definition of terms. The fundamental under-
standing of vision for the Middle Ages develops from writings by the Church 
Fathers, principally Augustine. Sixten Ringbom’s seminal book, Icon to Narrative, 
represents an early treatment of this material by an art historian. A fuller and 
more contextually grounded treatment can be found in an article on Augustine 
by Margaret Miles, a scholar of religion. Finally, Jeffrey Hamburger has contrib-
uted significantly to this tradition by clarifying the limits and possibilities of the 
application of Augustine’s ideas to the treatment of art.3

Augustine’s treatment of vision occurs in his treatise On the Literal Meaning of 
Genesis.4 In that treatise, the Church Father discusses Paul’s visions from 2 Corin-
thians 12, in which the Apostle is lifted to the seventh heaven. (Already we see the 
importance of the intermingled ideas of vision and visions.) In a text fundamental 
to all of Christian theology on sight, Augustine clarifies that there are three sorts 
of seeing: The lowest level, “corporeal vision,” consists of what one sees with 
the eyes of the body. “Spiritual vision” is the occurrence of images in dreams or 
the imagination, largely but not exclusively dependent on the recollections of 
corporeal vision. As the first level functions in the second, so the second level is 
interpreted in the third, although it may also work independently. The third level, 
“intellectual vision,” occurs exclusively in the highest levels of the mind and is 
the only site where Augustine admitted the possible perception of divine truths. 
It is not visual in the normal sense of the word but concerns divine knowledge. 
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In fact, Augustine did not discuss art at all in this commentary; he was primarily 
interested in the imagery of dreams and prophecies.

Related religious commentary on visions and dreaming is essential to under-
standing the significance of Augustine’s categories. This has been a fruitful area 
of discussion, particularly distinguished by the work of Steven Kruger.5 Again 
Augustine’s treatise on Genesis takes a central place.

For Augustine dreams are a middle ground of mixed nature with the potential 
to reveal both the human and the divine.6 Made up of images, garnered from 
corporeal vision, they have the potential for “prophetic insight” (XII.21.44). 
In Augustine if such dreams/visions emanate from a “spirit” source (i.e. an angel 
as opposed to a demon) and are “used” rather than “enjoyed,” they may lead to 
the highest form of sight, the non‐sensory intellectual vision. Augustine’s dream 
theory is repeated almost without change in theological sources throughout the 
Middle Ages.7

Some later sources, however, shift emphasis. For example, Richard of St. Victor, 
following other early medieval traditions in Tertullian and Prudentius, argues that 
the reliability of dreams is correlated to the relative cleanliness of the soul.8 
Albertus Magnus and others even discuss relative levels of individual perception. 
As Kruger summarizes the De divinatione per somnum:

the human [imaginative soul] receives the celestial “lumen,” or “motus” or “forma” 
in images, perceiving celestial truths more or less clearly [according to what is appro-
priate and possible for each individual].9

The terminology that Albertus uses is identical to that of both cosmology (with 
origins in Plato’s Phaedrus), and optics. The discussion of visions and dreams, 
therefore, leads to much larger questions of meaning and epistemology.

The types and contents of visions have been summarized10 and art historians 
such as Ringbom and Carolyn Carty have concerned themselves with the rep-
resentation of dreams and visions. Ringbom has described conventions of such 
imagery and Carty has gone from the history of dream representations to linking 
visions to the initiation of narrative.11

Perhaps the most potentially productive extension of the interrelationship of 
visions and art is Mary Carruthers’s work on memory and imagination. She has 
shown the interdependence of visions and the process or “craft” of thought. Most 
importantly, she has been able effectively to link these mental processes that lie at 
the core of medieval thought and religion to the visual and even to art.12

As noted above, discussions of dreams and visions in the Middle Ages share a 
vocabulary with the medieval science of optics. Whereas the theology of vision 
and visions remained relatively stable (i.e., Augustinian) throughout the Middle 
Ages, optics, in its guise as natural philosophy, evolves in significant ways.

The foremost historian of optics for the Middle Ages has been David Lindberg, 
who ardently asserts the centrality of his material: “Because optics could reveal 
the essential nature of material reality, of cognition, and indeed of God himself, 
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its pursuit became not only legitimate, but obligatory.”13 Optical theory of the 
Middle Ages consists primarily of a series of variations upon two major theories 
of sight: that of extramission and that of intromission. The extramission theory 
contends that the eye emits a visual ray. This ray, strengthened by the presence 
of light, goes out to encounter its visual object, is shaped by that object, and 
finally returns to the eye. Lindberg explains that in this, the Augustinian tradition 
which he characterizes as the epistemology of light, “the process of acquiring 
knowledge of unchanging Platonic forms is considered analogous to corporeal 
vision, through the eye.”14 The intromission theory is Aristotelian in origin and 
is transmitted through the Arab scholar Alhazen to the Oxford school. It is based 
on a visual pyramid originating in the visible object. Rays leaving all parts of 
the object enter the eye. The perpendicular rays are the strongest and dominate 
reception.15 Again, light and its divine origin plays an important part.

Thus far, I have given a very crude sketch of some of the theological and scientific 
bases for the medieval understanding of vision. However, for cultural historians, 
it is of course the implications of these ideas for medieval art and expression that 
are of the highest interest.

Literary historians have been more active than art historians in thinking about 
how such theories, dogmas, and cultural constructions might affect artistic 
creation. For example, the early medieval literary scholar Giselle de Nie, in at-
tempting to understand the power of images and how they might differ from 
words, has delved into anthropology, philosophy, and psychology. Following 
René Devisch, she argues for the embedding of meaning in the body by means 
of vision which can be subsequently revealed through ritual: “Ritual symbols … 
arise from a potential which, akin to the dream, unconceals both images and 
inner energy woven into the texture of the body.”16 Or taking the derivation 
from perception to image, that is, from the other direction as does Paul Ricoeur, 
in his Rule of Metaphor, she argues that an apt mental image or a combination 
of images can bring awareness or experience into focus.17 De Nie concludes that 
both modern anthropology and philosophy can help to explain the Antique and 
early medieval belief that God communicated through dreams and miracles: “the 
visible could be regarded as a figure – congruous or inverted – of the invisible, 
and was thereby thought to participate in the latter’s qualities.”18 She uses the 
example of a miracle in which a man was healed through the contemplation of a 
candle flame. The man’s gaze “generated not only some mental picture of the saint 
as a person, but also an affect‐laden mental image of the powerful mystic fire … 
[combined with] the central early Christian imaginative model of illumination by 
Christ.” Thus “affectively enacting a metaphor + a mental image.”19 Nevertheless, 
de Nie rarely discusses art images, and the complications of transferring these pro-
vocative ideas about vision to art are many.20

As long as four decades ago, another literary scholar, Ruth Cline, demonstrated 
the connection between looking and love in medieval texts, an association forged 
through theories of vision.21 Current scholarship links similar, but significantly 
different, categories – desire and the gaze. Among medieval literary scholars, 
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Sarah Stanbury has done important work on determining the operation of the 
gaze and its implication in structuring gender in medieval literature from the 
twelfth century and later. In an article using the methodology of film theory to 
investigate Chrétien’s Erec et Enide, she concludes that: “descriptions of women’s 
bodies in medieval texts are shaped by gendered social conventions governing the 
rights and restrictions on looking.”22 Through the gaze of the court, Stanbury 
argues that Enide is “transformed from a natural girl to the courtly maiden … 
a constructed woman” and concludes that, “gaze [is] a generative process, one 
that creates self through its very apprehension of the other.”23 The literary critic 
become art historian, Norman Bryson, established the gaze as an art historical 
issue. He defined the gaze as a means of apprehending art, distinguished in its 
aloofness from the emotionally laden glance through which the perception of 
the “real” is gleaned.24 Medieval art historians, such as Madeline Caviness, have 
also described the gaze and its constructs but, in general, that interest has been more 
productive for issues of concern to feminist art history than for those of visuality.25 The 
historian Suzannah Biernoff has integrated this material, describing the interrela-
tionship of the gaze, especially as it is grounded in the body, gender, and carnality, 
with scientific and theological theories of vision. For example, theories of extra-
mission allow “carnal vision [to extend] the appetite and attributes of the flesh 
beyond the boundaries of individual bodies.” She forcefully reasserts the idea 
that, rather than a physiological process, “vision is always mediated by discourses 
about vision.”26

Hal Foster most decisively defined this concept of the cultural construction of 
vision for art history, using the term visuality. He noted, “difference, many differ-
ences, among how we see, how we are able, allowed or made to see, and how we 
see this seeing or the unseen therein.”27 In the substantial wake of other historians 
of modern art, including Jonathan Crary and Martin Jay, medieval art historians 
have explicated modes of visuality operant in medieval art. Two notable moves in 
this direction have included Marvin Trachtenberg’s use of visuality in discussing 
architecture and urban space dependent upon a new “viewing subject” and the 
“scopic power” of Florentine civic planning;28 and work included in a symposium 
organized by Robert Nelson at the University of California Los Angeles in 1995 
on a wide variety of aspects of pre‐modern visuality. The introduction of the pub-
lished volume and five of its essays concern the Middle Ages or its antecedents.29

Jas ́Elsner argues against the exclusivity of the “voyeurism” of naturalism in 
ancient art and suggests that in ritual settings such as pilgrimage (as described by 
Pausanias) an alternate “medieval” visuality obtained that was “oracular, liturgi-
cal, and epiphanic.”30 In an intentional confrontation with the frontal image that 
returns the viewer’s gaze, “viewing the sacred is a process of divesting the specta-
tor of all the social and discursive elements that distinguish his or her subjectivity 
from that of the god into whose space the viewer will come.”31

Also concerned with pilgrimage, but of the early Christian era, Georgia Frank’s 
“The Pilgrim’s Gaze in the Age Before Icons” emphasizes that “vision was 
believed to contain the power to conjure, constitute, and respond to the presence 
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of the divine … The physical sense of sight was anything but a passive activity in 
antiquity; it was a form of physical contact between the viewer and the object.”32

Robert Nelson, like Elsner, wants to treat the “cultural construction and main-
tenance” of visuality in the Byzantine world. Using evidence from ekphrasis, he 
argues that vision was more important than hearing in Byzantium because it was 
“dynamic, forceful, consequential, and even performative.”33

In my own contribution to the Nelson volume, without trying to explain the 
mechanism of change, I make use of the medieval theological presumption of 
vision as a means of knowing to show that the understanding of the operation of 
sight shifts in the later Middle Ages from the possibility of an epiphany of divine 
truth perceived in the sudden glance to an appreciation of divine truth growing 
with the contemplative gaze.34

Finally, in his contribution to the same volume, an essay much expanded from 
the talk originally presented at a symposium at Northwestern University in 1994,35 
Michael Camille generally offers an argument about the crucial role of vision 
to Gothic perception and therefore to Gothic art. He weaves together medieval 
scientific texts and observations of artworks to describe medieval psychology and 
its resultant images that “were so much more powerful, moving, and instrumental, 
as well as disturbing and dangerous, than later works of art.”36

Camille later expanded and generalized these ideas in a survey text, Gothic 
Art: Glorious Visions, arguing that “[Gothic people] were enraptured witnesses 
to a new way of seeing” (12).37 His discussion of the thirteenth‐century under-
standing – Roger Bacon via Avicenna – of the completion of vision in the brain is 
essential to an understanding of Gothic scholastic vision:

One only perceived something when the “species” traveled to the brain, where 
the internal senses were located. The system of five cells or ventricles … illustrates 
how the visible species passed first into the … sensus communis, which apprehended 
appearances, located at the front of the brain. Next came the … ymaginatio vel 
formalis, which retained these forms; above it, the estimativa judged them. Further 
back, linked to the first kind of imagination, was a second kind, labeled cogitativa, 
which composed and combined images … Finally, at the back of the head was the 
storehouse of memory, the vis memorativa with its little flap … which opened to let 
the images flow in and out.38

Camille shows how important this understanding is to the increasing “transpar-
ency” of images and to their reception in the human brain.

Elsner was concerned to describe two competing modes of vision in the ancient 
world. Camille, Frank, Hahn, and Nelson look at particular periods, documents, 
and scientific theories to allow a characterization of visualities dominant in various 
periods. Clearly, Nelson’s volume provides no single understanding of what the 
concept of visuality offers, but certain themes dominate the volume. Perhaps the 
most important conclusion is that discussions of the way sight works can readily be 
expanded into what sight can mean and what sight can allow us to know – that is, it 
can add an understanding of the epistemological dimension of vision in a given era.
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Of course epistemology in the Middle Ages was essentially the realm of 
theology. In trying to trace the significance of modern scholarly thought on these 
issues, one must turn to a larger cluster of work on medieval “image theory” that 
attempts to understand what medieval viewers believed about art and what it 
could do. This material, of course, is best read against ecclesiastical image policy 
and theology. Although it is by no means always cast in terms of “visuality,” image 
theory is essential to the understanding of the cultural history of vision, especially 
within the Christian tradition.

A fundamental text in the theology of the medieval image is Paul’s pronouncement 
in 1 Corinthians 13: 12 that “For now we see through a glass, darkly; but then 
face to face.” This prophecy of clear and divine vision after death, when the faithful 
will see their Lord directly and without mediation, is subject to much controversy 
in medieval theological discussion, culminating in a fourteenth‐century papal 
constitution.39 In contrast to the confidence in vision of the late medieval period, 
in the early Middle Ages, this same text is treated very differently. One might 
begin with art, but any vision of God was founded in prayer and the exercise of 
the “interior eyes.” The corporeal eyes were lowered, even perhaps pressed into 
the dust of the earth in a symbolic abasement of the corporeal sense.

In his Spiritual Seeing, Herbert Kessler is concerned with the cluster of 
theological ideas variously characterized as “interior sight,” seeing with the “eyes 
of the mind,” spiritual sight, etc. He characterizes this interior phenomenon, 
which might or might not be prompted by a corporeal stimulus such as art, as 
“spiritual seeing,” in a chapter entitled “Real Absence: Early Medieval Art and the 
Metamorphosis of Vision,” an important survey of early medieval attitudes both 
positive and negative toward art’s possibility to contribute to “spiritual seeing,” 
Kessler builds on the work of Celia Chazelle, Jean‐Paul Schmitt, Gerhard Wolf, 
and Jean‐Marie Sansterre, among others.40

Of central importance to this discussion as the foundation and origin of Western 
theology on the image are Gregory the Great’s renowned letters to Serenus of 
Marseilles that established papal approval for narrative and commemorative art.41 
The relationship is not a complicated one: those that are illiterate can “read” in 
images as others do in books and thereby be reminded of religious truths. Com-
plications arise in aspects of the way that Gregory presents his case. He notes an 
emotional element and the striking quality of visual imagery. Memories of edifying 
stories are stirred and strengthened by the narrative images. Many modern scholars 
have understood Gregory’s policy to be very limited and conservative, but when all 
the Father’s writings are considered, Gregory evinces a much more powerful and 
sympathetic vision of art. Instead of the simple reaction of the memory, he speaks 
of “revolving images in the mind until they are portrayed on the heart.”42 He also 
demonstrates a belief in the power and potential of the visual to change the soul of 
the viewer, if that soul is first prepared with prayer and “acts of faith.” These “tangen-
tial” issues are the ones that later medieval commentators turn to and build upon.43

One aspect of the commentary tradition on the letters that deserves particular 
attention is the privileging of certain categories of objects within the realm of 
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Christian vision. Gregory himself mentioned pictures of Bible stories and lives of 
holy persons, praising their commemorative quality. In an eighth‐century forged 
addition to a letter from Gregory the Great to Secundinus, additional sorts of 
artworks are mentioned and it is claimed that they have the power to lift the mind 
to higher things:

Your request pleased us greatly, because you seek with all your heart and all intent-
ness Him, whose picture you wish to have before your eyes, so that every day, the 
corporeal sight renders Him visible; thus, when you see the picture, you are inflamed 
in your soul with love for Him whose image you wish to see. We do no harm in 
wishing to show the invisible by means of the visible … Thus, we have sent you two 
images: one of the Savior and Mary the Holy Mother of God and the other of the 
blessed apostles Peter and Paul, and a cross. CCSL 1110 f.44

Perhaps it is not surprising that the representation of the cross and icons of 
Christ and Mary stand above other art objects in their status as access to the 
divine. This text, however, in mentioning an icon of the apostles Peter and Paul, 
opens the door to yet other images.

In contrast to this textual (or theological) validation, it should be noted 
that medieval ritual and cult importance testify to the special possibilities of 
vision offered by certain other categories of objects. These objects include 
relics (and reliquaries); acheiropoietae, that is images that avoid the taint of 
human manufacture45 in their origin as miraculous images “made without 
hands”; and once again, the cross.

The cross is exceptional among manufactured images – it is at once an image 
but also, in its physicality, it is like a relic (and of course, crosses often serve as reli-
quaries). It is allowed a particular status as an enduring and revealing sign, already 
promoted by Paul himself in the first letter to the Corinthians (1: 18): “For 
the word of the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing, but to us who 
are being saved it is the power of God.” However, in early medieval images of 
devotion to the cross (fig. 3-1), it is notable that the devotee’s eyes are not even 
lifted to gaze upon the sign of salvation. Instead, the hand grasps and the eyes are 
averted, focusing attention away from corporeal eyes, turning to the “eyes of the 
heart,” in contrast, later medieval art allows and even encourages contemplation 
of the cross and the crucifixion, arguing that such contemplation, a type of prayer, 
will bring faith.46

One particular example of the crucifixion as means of divine access through 
vision is discussed by Jeanne‐Marie Musto. Musto relies on the Carolingian 
theologian John Scottus Eriugena, who describes a hierarchical status of vision: 
“each shall behold that Vision in his own way … through certain apparitions of 
Himself appropriate to the capacity for contemplation of each one of the Saints, 
shall God be seen.”47 Musto argues that the upper cover of the Lindau Gospels 
in the Morgan Library represents an early medieval version of the relative 
access of persons to the divine vision, dependent on the perfection of their souls. 
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Thus angels, floating at the top, view directly. In the mortal realm, saints are 
granted sight but mere mortals must turn away and look for guidance to the saints. 
Although Musto’s example is a particularly concrete instance of the special status 
of the cross or crucifixion, presumably all of the crosses produced in the Middle 

Figure 3-1  “Adoration of the Cross,” Psalter of Louis the German (the drawing is a 
late ninth‐century addition). Berlin: Staatsbibliothek MS lat. theol. fol. 58, fol. 120r. 
Source: reproduced courtesy of Bildarchiv Foto Marburg.
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Ages, although not explicitly presented with such interpretive supplements, were 
held in similar regard.

In striking contrast to such approved objects of vision, some subjects seem 
to have been represented due to their negative status. Thomas Dale argues for 
the importance of the mechanism of “sublimation” in the operation of monastic 
viewing in the Romanesque period. Monks looked at images of vices – nudes, 
monsters, etc. – in order to overcome sensual temptation and weakness.48

Such functionality of images, working on the mind of the viewer, leads us from 
categories of images to types of imagery privileged by image theory. Here we 
return to Gregory’s original letters and the intimation that he is particularly 
interested in the edifying possibilities of narrative: “the deeds of holy persons.” 
This is one of the elements that has been exploited in recent studies on narrative 
in medieval art, including those of Caviness and Hahn.49 In the Life of Saint Alban 
by Matthew Paris, the saint’s sight of the cross leads to a narrative that explicates 
and realizes a series of concepts about faith and Christian meaning.50 Further-
more, the investigation of certain isolated narrative scenes, particularly moments 
of Christ’s divine epiphany such as the Transfiguration and the Ascension, has 
proven particularly fruitful in revealing possible mental processes set in motion 
by medieval images. Such studies include Jas ́ Elsner’s treatment of the Trans-
figuration at Sinai as well as Robert Deshman’s discussion of the Ascension in 
Anglo‐Saxon art.51 In the latter, for example, Deshman argued that the English 
monastic reform, in warning of the dangers of corporeal vision, held that the 
Apostles themselves were distracted by Christ’s physical presence. The miniatures 
of the Ascension depict, not Christ’s presence but his “disappearance,” allowing 
the viewer to begin to see His true and divine nature with the “eyes of mind.”52

If images can tell “effective” narratives and work to lift the mind to God, a final 
question concerning image theory remains. Can images convey the intricacies of 
theological meaning? And in particular, can art explicate or facilitate the relation-
ship of sight and knowledge? In “Medieval Art as Argument,” Kessler expands 
on the possibilities of dogmatic or epiphanic images. He argues that art can be 
used to evoke “spiritual seeing” through its ability to “synthesize diverse sacred 
texts” and its capability, even in the early medieval period, to have an anagogi-
cal effect.53 For example, he argues that in the Apocalypse frontispiece from the 
Touronian Bible in London (BL Add. MS 10 546, fol, 449 recto) the mysterious 
figure in the lower register, from whom the four evangelical beasts pull the veil, is 
a composite figure of Moses, John, and Paul, representing the videntes, or seers, 
of the Bible, both Old and New Testament. In a “subversion” of the author por-
trait type, the figure ends the manuscript with a portent of the vision to come in 
which the veil of both text and image will be lifted in order that the faithful will 
at last gain sight of the divine. However, far from thus creating a comprehensive 
and sufficient vision for the faithful, Kessler also contends that artists consistently 
reminded their audiences of the shortcomings of their media. He cites a series of 
Roman images of Christ’s face on board that were inserted into frescoes to argue 
that medieval artists consciously highlighted the materiality of their artistic 
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product, denying that it actually represented a vision of the Lord’s face. Kessler 
compares these uses of images to Byzantine icon theory. He emphasizes: “Western 
image theory [was differentiated] absolutely from Byzantine notions that the icon 
was transparent, a window onto the higher reality.” “If the sacred image in the 
West was a bridge, then it was a drawbridge drawn up, if a window, then only with 
a shade pulled down. It marked the existence of the ‘world out there,’ but it also 
revealed its own inability to transport the faithful into that world.”54

Such ambitious, densely intellectual, and self‐reflexive images tend to be the 
exception in the early medieval period. A symposium at Princeton University in 
2001, sponsored by Anne‐Marie Bouché and Jeffrey Hamburger, attempted to 
make a stronger case for such imagery in the art of the High and Late Middle 
Ages. Although “over recent years the interpretation of medieval art in terms of 
theological discourse has fallen out of favor,” they contended that:

Given all the uncertainties inherent in the interpretation of images, it seems 
significant that such important theological material [on the nature of Christ, the 
Eucharist and the meaning of the Incarnation] was entrusted to the visual realm … 
Instead of using theology to explain art, we are now beginning to consider art as a 
special kind of language for communicating theology.55

The conference allowed a variety of approaches to that end. Mary Carruthers 
argued that in De Archa Noe mystica, Hugh of St. Victor speaks of the ark in terms 
of its construction, using active verbs of craft and painting in a “pre‐imaginative” 
process similar to that which craftsmen were taught to use in the Middle Ages. She 
argued that no material diagram was ever intended to accompany the text but that 
the visualization was a form of theological thought. In contrast, Bernard McGinn 
argued that Joachim of Fiore’s diagrams were communicated to him by vision 
and scripture and that these figurae were intended to allow fleshly eyes to open 
spiritual eyes. Images could be used to go beyond images in a distinctly theological 
setting. (This approach is, of course, reminiscent of the early, important work of 
Anna Esmeijer.) Further in this vein, Christopher Hughes presented typology 
as a “cognitive style,” using Augustine’s City of God to argue that the comparative 
approach represents essential aspects of the structure of knowledge and encour-
ages the viewer to think more deeply about the world. Thomas Lentes focused on 
the spiritual senses and discussed how vision – “you are what you see” – shaped the 
person, and Katherine Tachau discussed scientific and theological aspects of the work 
of Grosseteste, Bacon, and others, showing its profound importance in the medieval 
understanding of the possibility of divine knowledge.56 Again, the conference had no 
single message about the status of “vision” in the Middle Ages, but instead, in these 
and other papers, provided a remarkably rich picture of the possibilities of medieval 
images in explicating and even advancing theology.57

Since this essay first appeared, new work on vision, the gaze, and visuality58 has 
appeared that begins to take the question of vision as central to both historical 
and art historical concerns.
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In an intricately argued discussion of murals in a house in Pompeii (II.2.2–5), 
outside the purview of this chapter but certainly of interest to medieval art and 
issues of the iconic versus narrative art, Verity Platt takes on the complexities and 
danger of the gaze and voyeurism, reminding us, as did Jacques Lacan, that the 
object can “look back.” As Platt notes about Jacques Lacan’s discussion of the 
gaze, “The way in which we view the supposed object of our desire is distorted 
by the very fact that we desire it; the ‘real’ object is concealed by the desired, 
fantasized image we project onto it.”59 Platt pursues “a dynamic dialectic bet-
ween viewer and image which raises … questions about the relationship between 
naturalistic art and religious modes of viewing.”60 Platt’s treatment excels in its 
integration of her elucidation of theory and its implementation in the discussion 
of the art of the murals.

Dallas Denery’s important book, Seeing and Being Seen, is grounded in texts, 
turning away from Alhazen and the scholastic heritage, and introducing treatises 
by Peter of Limoges, Peter Aureol, and Nicholas of Autrecourt, thus focusing 
on religious practice and sermons rather than a “scientific” explanation of sight. 
Denery links self‐presentation and the processes of confession, arguing that in the 
Late Middle Ages people thought of themselves in visual terms, making careful 
inspections and using introspection. Alexa Sand also addresses a “concern with 
visibility and self‐scrutiny that characterized the religious life of the laity after the 
Fourth Lateran Council in 1215” that produces “a more intimate and reflexive 
mode of address in Psalters and Books of Hours created for lay users.” She argues 
that the performance of devotion serves to create identity.61

Kessler’s essay on the mirror in the journal Speculum, another addition to his 
commentary on issues of vision, like Denery’s work exploits the sermons of Peter 
of Limoges and others, arguing that our understanding of vision is amplified, 
reflected, and generally more complex when we think of it in terms of practice; in 
this case, with the use of a simple but significant tool that, already in the Pauline 
Epistles, was equated with the limitations of sight. Other writers further investigate 
the changing environment of vision, such as Elina Gertsman’s consideration of 
the opening and closing of shrine Madonna in “performative” presentations.

In ongoing work, Jackie Jung queries how vision is confirmed by touch, 
where the attempt to see the divine is complemented with “grasp[ing] the 
divine.” She exploits the example of Saint Hedwig and her ivory, discussing 
the “materiality of images.”62 The work of Jeffrey Hamburger, Barbara Baert, 
and others has considered vision in a devotional context, Baert is especially 
attuned to issues of the interaction of the senses. Kate Giles applies ideas about 
vision in the Middle Ages in an archeological study of a “palimpsest” process 
of painting and erasure in English parish churches, developing ideas of spatial 
viewing and even temporality, concerning herself with concepts such as somatic 
memory of spaces, and relative vision. Finally, another Princeton symposium 
posed questions of “Looking Beyond,” that is, visionary seeing, with many 
essays that treated vision per se in the published volume, including two on 
Apocalyptic visions and seeing.63
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Finally, although it has not been our brief to discuss Jewish or Byzantine art, 
important material on those subjects by Rachel Neis and Roland Betancourt has 
appeared recently. In an extensive review of ancient and Byzantine texts on sight, 
Betancourt has discounted the “tactile” nature of sight that has been promoted in 
regard to Byzantine art. This work has ramifications for Western art.64

We can end here with a concrete example of some of the issues discussed in this 
chapter, and a consideration of “Last Things”: illustrations of the Revelation of 
John. Suzanne Lewis has discussed the manuscript history of the many versions 
of the fantastic biblical book, finding particular interest and narrative richness 
in the thirteenth‐ and fourteenth‐century Anglo‐Norman examples.65 According 
to Barbara Nolan, in her groundbreaking book The Gothic Visionary Perspective, 
however, issues concerning vision were already broached in Apocalypse manu-
scripts and frescoes from the Romanesque period. Nolan detects shared “visionary” 
elements in literature and art, largely based on Apocalypse commentary,66 and 
writes in her preface that she became “aware that common spiritual backgrounds 
must have supported the pervasive and long‐lived persistence of the several ‘arts 
of vision’ once they had been invented during the twelfth century.”67 Nolan is 
particularly interested in the theology of Richard of St. Victor who, in a varia-
tion upon the standard description of Augustine (whom she does not discuss), 
adds a “fourth mode of seeing.” Richard’s third mode involves the “eyes of the  
heart,” the oculi cordis, which “by means of forms and figures and the similitudes 
of things,” sees the “truth of hidden things.” His fourth mode is anagogical 
following Pseudo‐Dionysius in which “anagogy is the ascent or elevation of the 
mind for supernatural contemplation,”68 but this ascent is through imagery: 
“Fixed on that light of eternity, he draws into himself the likeness of the image 
he perceives.”69 As Nolan clarifies, this “visionary approach to God was personal 
and vertical rather than social and historical.”70 Indeed, in this material we see the 
beginnings of a focus on the devotional use of vision.71

Despite her primary interest in the thinkers of the twelfth century, Nolan does 
draw attention to earlier commentators on the Apocalypse, especially singling 
out Bede, Alcuin, and Haimo of Auxerre. Bede and Alcuin both characterize the 
Apocalypse as concerned with “intellectual vision.”72 But Bede was also interested 
in the possible action of this vision. In his Lives of the Abbots of Wearmouth 
and Jarrow, he remarks that when Benedict Biscop imported models including 
Apocalypse imagery and portraits of Christ, Mary, and the Apostles from Rome 
for the decoration of his church at Wearmouth in 674, his intention was to better 
contemplate a certain “amabilem … aspectum,” to recall the grace of the Incarna-
tion, and to allow viewers to judge themselves when they see the Last Judgment.73 
In the same vein of personal involvement through sight, Haimo claims that John’s 
suffering on Patmos enabled him to see the heavenly secrets and will also serve as 
an example to allow others to share in this vision.74

Perhaps reflecting this possibility, an abbreviated text of Revelation that intro-
duces a copy of Haimo of Auxerre’s commentary is illustrated with miniatures 
(Bodleian Library MS Bodley 352). Folio 5v shows John speaking to the Churches 
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of Asia in two upper registers and, below, the Apostle receives the command 
“Ascende huc” (“Come up here”). He ascends to see a vision of God in the Heavenly 
Glory of his court.75 The miniature shows the figure of John adjacent to the 
court of heaven with the scroll carrying the words Ascende huc above him and 
the abbreviated biblical text squeezed into the borders of the miniature. John 
stands outside the “door into heaven” which the Apocalypse text specifies that he 
looked through (“After these things I looked and saw a door opened in heaven”: 
Rev. 4: 1). Rather than peer through the door, John points to his eye – an early 
occurrence of a gesture that came to signify interior contemplation in contrast to 
corporeal sight (fig. 3-2).

Although he notes that Beatus, the most famous of Apocalypse commentators, 
has no particular understanding or theory of vision and the figure of John as 
“seer” does not occur in the Spanish manuscripts, Peter Klein sets Nolan’s earlier 
insights into the context of Augustinian commentaries on sight.76

By the time of Rupert of Deutz (c.1075–1130), Nolan claims that the Apoca-
lypse has become “an intricately organized book of meditation – a systematic guide 
to spiritual consolation, and finally, to beatitude,” and in particular, “the images 
have become signs of spiritual progress, leading by ordered stages to the experi-
ence of beatitude.”77 In other words, Rupert is already focusing on the operation 
of the narrative in allowing the individual, through devotional study, to approach 
the divine, an aspect that will come to the fore in the Anglo‐Norman manuscripts 
(and is remarkably similar to the “narratives” developed in the sequences of 
devotional images for women in the Rothschild Canticles, as explicated by Jeffrey 
Hamburger).

In St. John the Divine, Hamburger further amplified his many insights on the 
questions of medieval vision and devotion, recovering the history of “elitist” images 
“open only to initiates” which proposed to invite the viewer to “look beyond the 
rhetoric of imitation and think in terms of full and complete identification [with 
God].” He describes the pathway, images of the divinized John the Evangelist, 
as: “A figure of contemplative ascent, [who] incorporates, anticipates, and enacts 
the process of elevation [for the viewer],” in escaping mere similitude and reach-
ing identity, the purified soul uses John’s exemplar because, as Aquinas held, his 
vision was high, wide, and perfect (alta, ampla, perfecta).78 Hamburger’s chapter, 
“Images and the ‘Imago Dei,’” reveals how Christian theologians have found 
such possibilities in images even as they have resisted them, discussing Athanasius, 
Augustine, Bernard of Clairvaux, Bonaventure, William of St. Thierry, Eckhardt, 
Tauler, and Suso and, fittingly, ending with Eckhardt’s principle of invisibility.

Ultimately, however, in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, attention shifts 
decisively from the Imago Dei to the Visio Dei – from the nature of the image 
to the nature and possibility of sight itself, and “gazing upon the divine face” 
became an all‐consuming goal for the devout, in imitation of John79 and other 
saints. The Omne Bonum, an illuminated fourteenth‐century encyclopedia of “All 
that is Good” discussed by Lucy Freeman Sandler, includes a remarkable image 
that could be said to diagram issues of vision in the Middle Ages (fig. 3-3).80 



Figure 3-2  “John receives the command ‘Ascende huc’,” Revelation with Haimo of 
Auxerre’s commentary, twelfth century. Oxford: Bodleian Library MS Bodley 352, fol. 5v. 
Source: reproduced courtesy of the Bodleian Library, University of Oxford.



Figure 3-3  Omne Bonum, fourteenth century. London: British Library, Royal MS 6 E VI, 
fol. 16r. Source: reproduced courtesy of the British Library.
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It illustrates a papal constitution of 1336 which settled a controversy over whether 
the Christian would see God with corporeal eyes after the resurrection. At the top 
is the face of God represented as, in effect, the sun of “divine illumination.” The 
vision illuminated by divine radiance is enjoyed by angels and one naked soul 
after death. In the middle register representing mundane life, some of the divine 
illumination descends upon two saintly figures: Paul engaged in the vision that 
Augustine discussed, and St. Benedict during a vision of the death of Germanus 
discussed by Gregory in the Dialogues. Both saints look upward with open eyes 
and provide an essential mediation for less saintly viewers as indicated by the 
downward but welcoming gesture of Benedict’s right hand. Below, on a lower 
rung of earthly existence and merit, Christians gather and direct their eyes toward 
a sphere illuminated by other sources of light including the sun and stars and 
centered on Adam and Eve as signs of fallen vision. Nevertheless, some divine illu-
mination escapes the upper registers to illuminate even the fallen vision of earthly 
things (just as one learns of God in viewing his creation).81 At this moment in the 
fourteenth century, expectations of the possibilities of vision had reached a high 
water‐mark for the Middle Ages. As never before, knowing God was seeing God.
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1	 I would particularly like to thank Jeffrey Hamburger for sharing a bibliography that 
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42	 Pastoral Care, 81 (II.10). This passage discusses the correction of sin, but Gregory’s 
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XXVI · VI.65.
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pp. 118–125.
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4

Materials, Materia, “Materiality”
Aden Kumler

The State of Things

If today it is difficult to imagine a medieval art history that did not acknowledge 
how “overt materiality is a distinguishing characteristic of medieval art,” it must 
be acknowledged that the iconographic and iconological approaches that long 
dominated the study of the arts of the Middle Ages often gave short shrift to the 
materials of medieval art.1 This tendency is hardly a blind spot particular to medie-
valist art historians. Profoundly shaped by traditions of philosophical idealism, art 
historical interpretation has often been practiced as a pursuit of meaning beyond 
the limits of the material into the domain of ineffable ideas or values. In the art 
and architecture of the European Middle Ages this engrained idealist hermeneutic 
commitment found seemingly perfect objects: an archive of iconographic forms, 
forming a tradition of image‐making that testified to a medieval Christian pursuit 
of the ineffable and transcendent. Repeatedly constructed and reconstructed by 
historians as an “age of spirituality,” the medieval period could be conscripted to 
a range of art historical projects in which prior immaterial “contents” – doctrine, 
faith, spirit, etc. – were understood to be expressed in material forms, and material 
forms or works were, in turn, deciphered, parsed, and decoded by art historians 
in pursuit of ineffable meaning.

Nonetheless, from the earliest years of art history’s formation as a discipline, 
interest in the materials of medieval art and architecture can be detected. In the 
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nineteenth‐century, advocates of Materialgerechtigkeit (“truth to materials”) 
championed the intrinsic “essence” and specific properties of materials, stressing 
that properly chosen, undisguised materials could positively contribute to both 
the physical structure and the aesthetic quality of architecture (and, to a lesser 
degree, art), thus laying the groundwork for a new interest in and valuation of 
materials at the turn of the century.2

To take but one important example, in Gottfried Semper’s Der Stil in den 
technischen und tektonischen Künsten oder praktische Ästhetik, a chronologically 
exhaustive account of “practical aesthetics” first published in 1860–1863, the 
concept of Kunstwerden put the materials of art and architecture at the center 
of Semper’s account of style. So too, Semper’s notion of Stoffwechsel addressed 
historical changes in the materials employed for particular “types” of artistic 
work – for example, sculpture – in a fashion that could account for alterations in 
conceptions of form or object‐type.3 Despite their originality, Semper’s analyses 
exemplify a broader tendency in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries that 
made strong conceptual distinctions between form and matter. This fundamental 
dyad – form and matter – was itself a manifestation of the long reach of Aristote-
lian hylomorphism: the notion that all being requires a conjunction of matter and 
form. Even as the value of materials was re‐evaluated at the turn of the century, 
processes of making were persistently conceived as acts of imposition and mastery 
in which human creativity (or else technical skill) gave form to passive substances, 
thus laying bare the “essence” or “truth” of materials.4

Connoisseurial approaches to the art and architecture of the Middle Ages, 
alive and well in the twentieth century, put considerable emphasis on artistic 
technique and style – that is, upon the ways artists variously, even individually, 
handled the materials with which they worked  –  but rarely questioned why 
certain materials were chosen or what they might contribute, as materials, to 
how a work signified and might itself shape interpretation. The practice of 
Stilkritik, central to the early history of disciplinary art history, bore fruit in the 
creation of a monumental series of medium‐defined corpora in the early twentieth 
century. Dedicated to clarifying the place of works within chronologies and 
subchronologies, and thus to recovering the existence and characteristics of 
regional “schools” and individual hands, alike, these projects had the accessory 
effect of establishing materials (or in current parlance, media) as a prime criterion 
in art historical taxonomies.

And yet, questions of meaning persistently haunted art historical discussions of 
materials. In a chapter of La vie des Formes (1934) dedicated to “the life of forms 
in matter,” Henri Focillon affirmed:

Unless and until it actually exists in matter, form is little better than a vista of the 
mind … Art is bound to weight, density, light and color. The most ascetic art … 
not only is borne along by the very matter that it has sworn to repudiate, but is 
nourished and sustained by it as well.5
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And Erwin Panofsky, in 1939 noted the possibility of a meaning‐oriented account 
of the materials employed in works of art:

A really exhaustive interpretation of the intrinsic meaning or content might even 
show that the technical procedures characteristic of a certain country, period, or 
artist … are symptomatic of the same basic attitude that is discernible in all the other 
specific qualities of his style.6

Günter Bandmann’s 1951 study of medieval architectural forms as bearers 
of meaning offered the first sustained response to these early twentieth‐century 
invitations to consider the semantic import of medieval materials.7 Subsequently, 
Bandmann, Thomas Raff, Wolfgang Kemp, and Norberto Gramaccini have 
variously proposed a mode of iconological analysis – Materialikonologie – focused 
upon the signifying power of materials and the role played by materials and ideas 
about materials in the making and reception of art and architecture. In the last 
two decades iconological interpretation of materials has moved to center stage in 
discussions of medieval art.8

Although the modern order of (medieval) things has largely been orga-
nized according to media or materials, and the medium specialized 
training of art historians has intensified this approach, medievalists have 
come to recognize how this scholarly and museological situation effectively 
quarantines medieval works in post‐medieval categorizations, abstracting 
them from their historical conditions of multi‐ or inter‐media display and 
function, and suppressing fundamental aspects of their facture. The analytic 
imposition of modern (and modernist) conceptions of media and “medium 
specificity” upon medieval works of art and material culture obscures more 
than it illuminates.9

The vast majority of medieval works of art and architecture are materially 
composite works, constituted by skillful conjunctions of materials. Indeed, 
a continuous exploration of the effects produced by combinations, juxtapo-
sitions, and even tension‐producing contrasts of materials is something of 
a hallmark of artistic production in the medieval period. To attend to the 
role of materials, as well as ideas about materials, in the art and architecture 
of the Romanesque and Gothic periods is to confront a dizzying range of 
interconnected issues, and an ever‐growing bibliography: both the medieval 
works and practices and the scholarship devoted to them defy comprehensive 
summary. In what follows, I sketch several dominant approaches from a much 
larger body of work on the role and import of materials in Romanesque and 
Gothic Europe. Rather than offering a panoramic view of the state of the 
question (or rather, questions), I hope to suggest how attention to materials 
has yielded important insights into medieval culture. In the final section of the 
chapter, I turn, if all too briefly, to the recent emergence of “materiality” as 
a central and vexed term in medieval art history and point to several lines of 
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inquiry that could further transform our understanding of the role and import 
of materials, and ideas about materials, in the art of the Middle Ages.

Non solum voces, sed et res significativae sunt …

Although the iconographic and iconological approaches that have dominated the 
study of medieval art are often critiqued for ignoring questions of material fac-
ture and import, other equally hermeneutic approaches have yielded important 
insights into the semantic power of materials in the Middle Ages. In a series 
of studies, Friedrich Ohly magisterially explored the medieval tradition of find-
ing profound meaning in materials, a hermeneutic tradition that Ohly dubbed 
Dingbedeutung.10 As Ohly demonstrated, medieval thinkers understood material 
substances or things (res) to be potentially charged with a range of meanings that 
required careful adjudication and interpretation. Grounded in scriptural exegeses, 
medieval writers parsed and interpreted the phenomenal, material world about 
them as a divinely authored text in which works of nature and of culture could 
act as figurae expressing spiritual truths. The conviction that non solum voces, sed 
res significativae sunt (“not only words, but things signify”)11 prompted medieval 
exegetes to attend to the properties or qualities of materials as revelatory indices 
of the sensus spiritualis (spiritual sense or meaning) concealed or congealed in 
their physical forms.12

Medieval interest in the interpretation of the created world spurred a rich com-
mentary tradition in which materials played a starring role. In this tradition of 
materialist exegesis, allegoresis and observation mingled, confounding modern 
distinctions between the discourses of natural philosophy, etymology, practical 
knowledge, experimental science, folklore, biblical exegesis, speculative geography, 
and medicine.

Romanesque and Gothic artists made their own sophisticated contributions to 
the medieval tradition of Dingbedeutung. As Herbert Kessler and Thomas Raff 
have elucidated, an innovative relief sculpture at the abbey of St. Emmeram, Re-
gensburg, made in the mid‐eleventh century (c.1050–1064 ce) reveals how artists 
actively participated in a long medieval tradition of finding significance in materials13 
(fig. 4-1). At the center of the St. Emmeram stone relief, the sculptor carved a full‐
length figure of Christ seated in majesty, framed by an inscription: “Since Christ is 
called a rock on account of his firm majesty, it is fitting enough that his image be 
made in stone.”14 Manipulated by the carver, the material of the relief sculpture 
became a literal and figural expression of the Pauline trope of Christ as the corner 
stone (Ephesians 2: 20). The carefully disposed inscription brackets the frontal, 
high relief form of Christ’s face with the phrases P(RO) NUMINE XPC (on the 
left) and ILLIUS IN SAXO (on the right), thus reassuring beholders that the glory 
of Christ’s hypostatic form ennobled the lithic “material of idols.”15 The word stone 
(“saxo”), carved out of stone, transforms the audacious four‐cornered relief carving 
into a strikingly reflexive material revelation of the incarnate lapis angularis.



	Ma  t e r i a ls,  Ma t e r i a ,  “ Ma t e r i a l it y ”	 99

Vestigial Materials

The St. Emmeram relief sculpture foregrounds how an artist’s choice and handling 
of a material could actively participate in and contribute to the rich tradition 
of medieval materialist hermeneutics. In the Middle Ages, however, the same 
material – stone – was also deployed so as to efface the intervention of human 
hands. Portable altars featuring stone slabs framed by iconographically and 
epigraphically dense metalwork mounts exemplify this canny aesthetic and semantic 
promotion of materials as found, rather than made by art (fig. 4-2).

Medieval ecclesiastical directives prescribe a rarified series of stones for use as the 
upper surfaces of such altars: alabaster, porphyry, jasper, onyx, marble, serpentine, 

Figure 4-1  Relief sculpture of Christ enthroned, North Portal (interior), Church of St. 
Emmeram, Regensburg; limestone; c.1048–1064. Source: photo courtesy of Conway 
Library, The Courtauld Institute of Art, London.
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sapphire, or ivory.16 The stone slabs incorporated into portable altars were 
carefully selected, cut, and polished to showcase naturally occurring all‐over 
variegations in color.

In contrast to the altars’ metalwork mounts, medieval makers left no overt 
traces of their tools on the slabs of precious stones they prepared for portable 
altars, showcasing instead the natural, material properties of each piece of stone. 
The artistic cultivation of the untouched appearance of these altars’ inset stone 
slabs was likely a direct response to the discursive framing of portable altars in 
the liturgies for their consecration. The prayer that opens the consecration of a 
portable altar in the thirteenth‐century Roman Pontifical invokes the deity as 
the “stone cut from the mountain without [the effort] of hands,” an epithet 
drawn from Exodus 20: 25 in which God commands Moses not to make 
altars of cut stones, defiled by the touch of tools.17 In medieval portable 
altars, artists skillfully worked pieces of stone in order to create the appearance 
of lithic acheiropoeta.

If the whiteness of a slab of alabaster in an portable altar invited associations 
with Christ’s immaculate flesh, or the deep purple‐red of porphyry in another 
altar conjured his physical and sacramental blood, the marked absence of any trace 
of the human hand on the stones inset in so many medieval portable altars was 
itself a mode of representation in which the simulation of an unworked, divinely 
mandated piece of stone did significant exegetical, theological, and auratic work.

Figure 4-2  Portable Altar; porphyry; wood frame; gilt copper plates with vernis brun 
work, c.1160–1170. Victoria & Albert Museum, 10–1873. Source: photo courtesy of 
Marie‐Lan Nguyen, CC‐BY‐2.5.
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The Stuff of Anagogy

The medieval search for significationes in material things was profoundly authorized by 
conceptions of divinely authored meaning immanent in creation and polysemous-
ly referenced in scripture. To paint in broad strokes, this hermeneutic approach 
to res was grounded in an apprehension of the material world as a sacredly semi-
otic assemblage of vestigia: material traces of the divine. In the twelfth century, 
however, it seems clear that a new confidence in the spiritual power of material 
creations, including those created by human makers, was gaining ground. This 
new emphasis upon the spiritual import and efficacy of materials, both natural 
and artificial, was given exuberant expression by Abbot Suger of Saint Denis in 
the works he had made for his abbey church and in his exceptional writings about 
his efforts.

Suger’s deep investment in materials has attracted considerable scholarly 
attention. In his famous account of anagogical ascent prompted by beholding 
the golden, gem‐encrusted surfaces and liturgical equipment of St.‐Denis’s main 
altar, Suger quotes the inventory of precious stones in Ezekiel 28: 13 yet his 
encomium is only superficially exegetical. Instead, Suger employs the language 
of “loveliness” and “delight” to convey the effect of materials transformed by 
artifice; effects that he identifies as transporting him “from this inferior to that 
higher world in an anagogical manner.”18

St.‐Denis’s stupendous main altar featured a golden frontal given by the 
Carolingian ruler, Charles the Bald, as well as three golden, gem‐studded panels 
added by Suger. Describing these panels, Suger stresses how the “diversity of the 
materials” is “not easily understood by the mute perception of sight without a 
description.”19 According to Suger, the frontal’s complex conjunction of mate-
rials is “intelligible only to the literate” and requires some kind of gloss “set down 
in writing.”20 Unlike the theologically dense, figural programs of the stained glass 
windows Suger devised for the abbey church’s east end, in his account of the 
main altar’s anagogical efficacy Suger makes no mention of figural representation. 
It is instead the varietas of the material fashioned into the golden form of the 
altar’s relief panels that requires a textual apparatus if its dazzling meanings 
are to be understood.

Material Requirements

As Conrad Rudolph has explored, Suger’s writings furnish several justifications 
for his lavish expenditure upon precious materials.21 Not least among them, 
Suger emphasizes the material requirements involved in the celebration of 
Mass in the illustrious abbey church: “every costlier or costliest thing should 
serve, first and foremost, for the administration of the Holy Eucharist … whatever 
is most valued among all created things, be laid out … for the reception of the 
blood of Christ!”22
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Justifying his preoccupation with precious materials, Suger articulates a thor-
oughly traditional position, enshrined in ecclesiastical precepts and canon law: 
the unsurpassed spiritual and material preciousness of Christ’s sacramental body 
and blood require appropriately precious ritual vessels (vasa sacra).23 Whereas the 
chalice and paten employed in the celebration of the Eucharist could be made 
of a number of materials in the early Middle Ages, by the ninth century the vasa 
sacra employed in the Mass were subject to stringent stipulations that forbade 
the use of wood, horn, or base metals, conditions that applied in Suger’s lifetime 
and in centuries following.24 Despite the many aesthetic innovations that Suger 
introduced at St.‐Denis, his approach to the material conditions and requirements 
of the liturgy, particularly the Mass, exemplify a widely held medieval sense of 
material decorum: the hyperbolic, redemptive value of Christ’s sacramental body 
required the best, most precious, and most costly materials that human ingenuity 
and effort could obtain.

Material Memoria

A concern with tradition – in the medieval sense of traditio as involving a “handing 
down” –  also animates Suger’s preoccupation with materials and animated his 
material interventions at St.‐Denis. In the writings he devoted to the works he 
undertook, Suger consistently substantiates the lustrous history of St.‐Denis by 
means of a meticulous inventorying of the origins and histories of objects belonging 
to the abbey. At times, Suger’s texts read as extensively annotated inventories of 
the abbey’s treasures, full of precious information concerning the provenance of 
the works he singles out for attention. From the sourcing of timber, to the golden 
frontal given by Charles the Bald, to the famous (and extant) Eagle and Eleanor 
Vases, Suger recites the origins of materials and material things.25

In this respect, Suger’s writings offer an exceptionally dilated instance of a 
widespread Romanesque and Gothic phenomenon, whereby monastic commu-
nities and cathedral chapters, alike, perceived objects in their possession as precious 
things reserved and required for ritual use and as a material historical archive 
testifying to the authority, privileges, and charisma of their communities.26 In Suger’s 
lived experience, as he enshrined in it in his writings, the presence of materials 
worked into vasa sacra and ornamenta, fashioned into stained glass windows, and 
making up the architectural fabric of the church, collectively substantiated the 
glorious past, present, and future of St.‐Denis.

Material Values, Material Substitutions

For all their exceptionality, Suger’s writings testify to a widespread medieval valuing 
of materials as spiritually expressive and effective. On the one hand, materials were 
understood to be potent vestigia of the divine presence in creation. At the same 
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time, materials could also act as catalysts, catapulting Christian devotees beyond 
the contingencies of the material world toward the divine. This twofold medieval 
conception of materials has powerfully shaped current art historical perspectives, 
not least by focusing scholarly attention upon the role and import of materials in 
the context of medieval religion.

Medieval reliquaries have proven to be especially “good to think with” for scholars 
interested in materials. As several interpreters have shown, the conjunction of relic and 
reliquary offers an exciting opportunity to grasp the complex imbrication of material 
and ineffable value, spiritual and communicative efficacy, and the intimate, if often 
paradoxical relation between the sacred and worldly “stuff” in medieval Christian 
culture. Made to contain unassuming, sometimes potentially disquieting bits of 
material – fragments of bones, splinters of wood, scraps of textile – medieval reliquaries 
were aesthetically sophisticated objects, usually made from high‐value materials. The 
choreography of precious materials and virtuosic techniques in medieval reliquaries 
did many things at once: it showcased ecclesiastical wealth and power, it elaborated 
the “divine allegories” Suger celebrated, and – not least – it asserted the psycho-
somatic virtus of the saints. As Cynthia Hahn, Brigitte Buettner, Michele Ferrari, 
and Bruno Reudenbach have explored, in the conjunction of relic and reliquary we 
encounter a particularly concentrated expression of how medieval systems of material 
and immaterial value were intimately and intricately intertwined.27

The materials employed in medieval reliquaries (including but not limited 
to precious stones, metals, enamels, pearls, ivory, and rock crystal) powerfully 
communicated medieval Christian conceptions of the enduring worth of holy 
bodies and the anticipated perfection of the resurrected body. The very properties 
of stones and metals – their inorganic substance and seeming imperviousness 
to organic processes of decay – made them apt material proxies for the ultimate 
perfection and perdurance of body and soul, reunited after the last Judgment. 
Above all, the material vocabulary of reliquaries – like the vasa sacra employed 
in eucharistic ritual – derived from a lexicon of luxury employed in the opus dei.

Romanesque and Gothic reliquaries were produced in a wide range of formats, 
from purse‐like forms to more elaborate microarchitectural structures, featuring 
portals, pinnacles, gables, and crocketing in miniature. Other shaped reliquaries 
were made in emulation of human figures or body‐parts. These much‐discussed 
anthropomorphic reliquary containers addressed devotees in the form of the 
human body, thus implying by outward appearance the holy contents concealed 
within, even in cases where corporeal relics were in fact absent.28

The materials employed in the fabrication (and continuing alteration) of such 
anthropomorphic reliquaries not only articulated a strong account of the relic 
as metonym, but also of the reliquary itself as a material manifestation of verbal 
descriptions of saints as precious, shining vessels (fig. 4-3). The silver gilt sur-
face of the Arm Reliquary of the Apostles from the treasury of St. Blaise in 
Braunschweig simulates the corporeal presence of a hand, complete with finger-
nails and wrinkled joints, as well as the differentiated drape of garments and the 
dense, worked surfaces of embroidery bands.29 Simultaneously, in this reliquary 
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and in many other examples, the silver gilt sheeting simulating this array of other 
materials was handled by the maker so as to emphasize its metallic properties. 
Notwithstanding this spectacular mimetic substitution of one material for other 
materials (silver gilt for flesh and textile), the artist patently stresses the metallic 
appearance of the silver gilt, thus concretizing medieval conceptions of the unsur-
passed preciousness of sanctity. As Brigitte Buettner has observed, the enclosure 
of holy remains in such precious containers worked

at once to produce and discount the splendid visual evidence of gem‐wrapped relics, 
asking us to avert our eyes from the stones and to fasten them onto the bones 
instead. But for all the insistence of this injunction, the texture with which the world 
is woven had a way of coming back, stubbornly and luminously.30

The reliquaries produced in vast numbers over the course of the Middle Ages 
testify to the central role played by aesthetically compelling, luxurious, and exotic 
materials in the period, not only as manifestations of cultic splendor, but also as 
crucial components in a medieval Christian economy of value animated by a 
powerful principle of inversion.

Figure 4-3  Arm Reliquary of the Apostles from the treasury of St. Blaise, Braunschweig 
(Lower Saxony); silver gilt over oak core with champlevé enamel; c.1190. The Cleveland 
Museum of Art, gift of the John Huntington Art and Polytechnic Fund, 1930.739. 
Source: photo © The Cleveland Museum of Art.
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Calling Materials into Question

The glittering metallic surfaces, lustrous stones, and other high‐value mate-
rials appearing in sacred spaces provoked critique throughout the Middle 
Ages. In the most famous medieval condemnation of material ostentation, 
Bernard of Clairvaux lambasted the “immoderate” dimensions of church 
building, “the costly refinements, and painstaking representations which 
deflect the attention … of those who pray and thus hinder their devotion.”31 
With the stinging question “[W]hat is gold doing in the holy place?” Bernard 
took polemical stock of the “business” of bishops: “they stimulate the devo-
tion of a carnal people with material ornaments because they cannot do so 
with spiritual ones.”32

At the heart of Bernard’s critique lies the conviction that such opulence 
amounts to nothing but a perverted strategy of do ut des (“I give so that you 
will give”) in which “[m]oney is sown with such skill that it may be multiplied” 
with the result that “[e]yes are fixed on relics covered with gold and purses are 
opened.”33

According to Bernard, high‐value materials act as episcopal lures for an all 
too carnal congregation who confuse aesthetic infatuation with piety. Thanks to 
the profit‐motivated materialist stagecraft of the secular clergy, churches become 
spaces of astonishment rather than compunction. Bernard decries the logic of 
inversion that animated the enclosure of relics in precious containers as a mate-
rialist perversion of the spiritual economy: “The Church is radiant in its walls 
and destitute in its poor. It dresses its stones in gold and it abandons its children 
naked. It serves the eyes of the rich at the expense of the poor.”34 In Bernard’s 
unsparing reckoning, precious materials are not epiphanic vestigia or catalysts for 
spiritual ascent, but rather obstacles to devotion, tugging on purse strings rather 
than hearts.

In his scathing inventory of the aesthetic overkill of contemporary churches, 
Bernard particularly emphasizes the presence of gold; an emphasis echoed in 
medieval church inventories. Gold was consistently prized as a material in the 
medieval period and deemed particularly appropriate for Christian ritual, not least 
the Mass.35 As Bernard makes plain, gold was also always, at least potentially, a 
form of wealth. Castigating bishops for their amassing of gold and neglect of 
the poor, Bernard drew, at least implicitly, upon a long medieval tradition of 
understanding the precious metal material of liturgical objects and ornaments as 
a store of wealth that could be put in the service of charity.

Justified by Ambrose, and subsequently enshrined in medieval canon law, the 
vasa sacra of medieval churches were objects removed from worldly circulation 
and things to be literally liquidated into worldly forms of value when pasto-
ral needs must.36 Although Bernard does not explicitly invoke this precept of 
commutability, his critique proceeds from the recognition that gold (like silver) 
was always, at least in potentia, a form of currency that could be enlisted in the 
redemptive work of charity.
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Materiam Superabat Opus and Ars Auro Prior

If Bernard castigated his contemporaries for prizing gold above Christian charity, 
other voices in Romanesque and Gothic Europe testify to an acute awareness and 
appreciation of the skill required to produce gold – a work of culture, not nature – and 
to work it into spiritually elevating or wonderfully worldly forms. Suger, a veritable 
eulogist of golden surfaces, expressly prizes skilled artifice above precious materials 
when he describes how the artists he employed so enriched the “marvelous work-
manship and lavish sumptuousness” of the golden frontal given by Charles the Bald, 
“that certain people might be able to say: The workmanship surpassed the material.”37

Materiam superabat opus: quoting Ovid’s description of the doors made by 
Mulciber for the Palace of the Sun in the Metamorphoses (II,5) Suger finds no 
higher praise for the “barbarian” artists employed by Charles the Bald and the 
“foreign” workers he brought to St.‐Denis than to esteem their work above the 
precious materials he provided them.

Although Suger was not the first medieval writer to invoke this Ovidian topos, 
his deployment of the quotation is characteristic of a new, twelfth‐century per-
spective upon the skilled working of materials.38 Unlike works of nature in a 
divinely authored cosmos, no divine provenance underwrote the epiphanic or 
semiotic efficacy of materials fabricated by human artifice. Nonetheless, starting 
in the Romanesque period, artistic skill and artificial, man‐made materials attract-
ed attention and praise.

A champlevé enamel plaque made for Bishop Henry of Blois before 1171 
ce offers a particularly striking articulation of this new perspective upon the 
materials made and worked by ars39 (fig. 4-4). The semi‐circular copper plaque 
features the figure of its episcopal patron in proskynesis, holding a porta-
ble altar rendered in brilliant enamel color by a Mosan goldsmith who also 
inscribed “HENRICVS EPISCOP(VS)” below. The two lines of inscription 
arcing around the perimeter of the plaque gloss its ostensible subject matter 
and its material realization:

+ ARS AVRO GEMMISQ(UE) PRIOR, PRIOR OMNIBVS AVTOR. DONA 
DAT HENRICVS VIVVS IN ERE DEO, MENTE PAREM MVSIS (ET) MARCO 
VOCE PRIOREM. FAME VIRIS, MORES CONCILIANT SUPERIS

+ Art comes before gold and gems, the author before everything. Henry, alive 
in bronze, gives gifts to God. Henry, whose fame commends him to men, whose 
character commends him to the heavens, a man equal in mind to the Muses and in 
eloquence higher than Marcus (i.e. Cicero).40

Marshaling mimetic representation, epigraphy, and materials, the plaque pro-
motes a new perspective upon artifice, artificial materials, and artificers in the later 
twelfth century. Read as an account of the creation of a work of art, the inscrip-
tion describes a creative process in which the author comes first, ars (or  skill) 
second, and precious materials last. As a statement of values, the plaque would 
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seem to echo Suger by prizing ars above gold and gems. The specific material 
expression of this aesthetic attitude inflects the inscription profoundly. Materi-
ally, the plaque features neither gems, nor gold. The object is instead made from 
gilt aes and enamel: less intrinsically precious materials produced not by a creator 
deity, but rather by human ingenuity.41 In the inscription’s reflexive gloss, “ars” 
denotes not only the goldsmith’s skillful acts of inscription and representation, 
but also his skill in making the very materials of his art.

Making Materials

The earliest surviving medieval texts providing instructions for the making of the 
materials required for ars – the Compositiones variae (dated to the late eighth or 
early ninth century) and the Mappae Clavicula (composed c.1000 ce) – reveal that 
knowledge of the production of materials and their handling was deemed worthy of 
textual preservation and transmission.42 The elevated status of materially practiced 
artes in the Romanesque and Gothic periods is demonstrated by the compilation 
and composition of new texts transmitting artisanal knowledge of a wide range of 
materials and techniques, most famously the Schedula de diversis artibus authored 
by a Benedictine monk writing under the pseudonym “Theophilus Presbyter.”43

Drawing upon antecedent texts and infused with a Benedictine ethos, Theophi-
lus’s treatise treats a wide range of practices. While the Schedula seemingly offers 
instruction in the making of materials, the crafting of productive devices, and the 
fabrication of objects (including works of art), close examination of the text reveals 

Figure 4-4  Henry of Blois Plaque; copper alloy “dished” plaque with enamel and 
gilding (largely lost); c.1150–1171. London, British Museum, 1852,0327.1. Source: 
photo © Trustees of the British Museum.
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that certain of its instructions would hardly have led to the results they describe.44 
Rather than understanding the Schedula only as a practical manual for the handling 
of materials, several interpreters have suggested it should be read as an expression 
of “artisanal epistemology” and the heightened status of opus and artifice in the 
twelfth century.45

Considered from this perspective, the Schedula is also a major textual 
monument to the cultural and conceptual status of materials, particularly man‐
made materials. As Spike Bucklow has noted, medieval “crafts were known 
as ‘mysteries’ and the artist’s or craftsperson’s manipulation of materials was 
widely recognized as a type of secret.”46 In the Middle Ages, the practice of ars 
invariably involved the laborious, often re‐iterative transformation of natural 
substances into the materials or Werkstoffe required to realize an artwork, object, 
or monument.

The making of materials involved human‐induced forms of substantial change 
that medieval people understood as influenced by and replicating cosmic order 
and mutability. Working with and from natural materials, in imitation of natural 
processes, medieval artists and artisans created materials that were themselves 
artificial and yet understood to participate in dynamic processes of change 
characteristic of the natural order. As Ittai Weinryb has penetratingly observed, 
the making of “unnatural” alloys or mixtures was not only fundamental to all art 
and artisanal practices in the Middle Ages, but also epitomized medieval views of 
artifice as always involving processes of material mutation.47

The interest in materials and techniques evident in the Schedula intensified 
over the course of the later Middle Ages, giving rise to a series of “recipe 
books,” including expanded versions of De coloribus et artibus romanorum 
in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries; De arte illuminandi in the four-
teenth century; and Cennino Cennino’s famous Il Libro dell’arte (c.1390).48 
Although an extensive commercial trade in artisanal materials is well attested 
from the late twelfth century and medieval apothecaries specialized in sup-
plying artists’ materials, artists and artisans in the Romanesque and Gothic 
periods remained intimately involved in the preparation of the materials with 
which they worked.49

Materials, Materia, Materiality

Although materials have emerged as a central concern in the study of medieval 
art and architecture, fundamental aspects of the role and import of materials, and 
medieval ideas about materials and matter, remain unexamined. “Materiality” is a 
term that has been put to work by a growing number of medievalist art historians, 
yet it remains a vexed and contested concept that prompts more questions, at 
present, than it answers: What has “materiality” to do with materials? What has 
“materiality” to do with historical conceptions of matter? A series of potentially 
consequential distinctions are at stake in these questions.
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Whose Materiality?

Michael Ann Holly has recently proposed a “working definition” of “materiality” as 
“the meeting of matter and imagination, the place where opposites take refuge from 
their perpetual strife.”50 For Holly, putting “materiality” at the center of art histor-
ical attention “comes down to a matter of phenomenology and embodied percep-
tion.”51 Indeed, some exponents of the “material turn” have found in “materiality” 
an invitation to bring new attention to the interpreter’s embodied experience of 
the physical presence of the work of art. For medievalists, such an understanding of 
“materiality” entails some critical consideration of the relevance of phenomenology 
to history, or rather to the project of historical analysis. When “History” appears on 
the material‐phenomenological scene, it has sometimes been cast as an antagonist 
to the phenomenological force or plenitude of material presence. Writing out of 
and into the “new materialist” conversation, Karen Overbey comments:

If one thing we are asking ourselves to do is to re‐imagine medieval history (and 
medieval art history) after history, then I want to start, as I did, with the object … 
I want to look at the surfaces of things, not through them … What matters in matter 
is, I think, present. Even if that matter is “medieval.” Can we pull our focus, see the 
scratchy surface and somehow have art history without History? Can we write the 
histories of art objects, rather than an art history?52

In Overbey’s formulation, “matter” makes possible a mode of presentness that 
the desire for “history,” routed through objects, derails or distorts. “History,” in 
this account, would seem to name some immaterial quotient, like the “ideas” or 
“meanings” sought by iconological or iconographic modes of reading “through” 
or “beyond” material works. But if we grant that “matter” and its complement, 
“materiality,” hold out the promise of presentness as a kind of phenomenological 
state of grace, I think we must still ask whose matter? whose materiality? If, in the 
experimental spirit of Overbey’s essay, we answer the object’s, present to us here and 
now, such a phenomenological account of matter and materiality focused on the 
interpreter’s present would seem inexorably to lead to something like an art 
criticism of objects made in the Middle Ages.

By contrast, in Caroline Bynum’s use of the term “materiality” medieval 
conceptions of matter, the “manifesting” of “power in the matter of the object,” 
and the insistence with which medieval objects “call attention to their per se 
‘stuffness’ and ‘thingness’” are privileged.53

Bynum’s “materiality” is a capacious analytic construct, at once descriptive and 
heuristic. Descriptively, it serves to name a past phenomenon. Medieval “materiality” 
has historical actuality in Bynum’s account; it is a cultural construct (perhaps better, 
constructs) proper to the Middle Ages, contingently changing over time and locally 
inflected. In her study “materiality” operates, in part, as a condition that made pos-
sible medieval artistic, ritual, theological, and ideological practices and experiences. 
As a heuristic, medieval “materiality” allows Bynum to perceive and parse objects 
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and ideas, in order to advance claims that are propositional and historiographic. This 
heuristic “materiality” is not a medieval construct, but is analytically framed and de-
ployed by the modern historian in her present‐tense interpretation of the residue of 
medieval cultures; cultures understood to be phenomenally and phenomenologically 
distinct from the culture out of which and into which the historian writes.

As with all constructions of “materiality” as distinct from “matter” and individual 
material works, Bynum’s account of “Christian materiality” involves a certain 
“reading through” or “beyond” objects and texts. Put otherwise, “materiality” as an 
analytic concept signals a gap or difference between the fact of any medieval object’s 
perduring existence “now” and the cultural “then(s)” that witnessed its creation 
and, in turn, were shaped by its specific existence. The object’s material presence to 
the interpreter thus indexes its removal from past moments of presentness, and in 
this respect we might understand medieval objects as affording historians something 
like the Werkstoffe for the productive labor of historiography.

Attending to the Forest and the Trees: Medieval Silva 
and the Werkstoffe of Medieval Art History

To return to the questions posed above – whose matter? whose materiality?  – 
historical accounts, like Bynum’s, offer complex responses. The “matter” and 
“materiality” under discussion are historically contingent; they were produced 
within and shaped cultures that are not conterminous with our own. At the same 
time, however, they remain constructs made – not found – by post‐medieval acts 
of analytic judgment and historical interpretation. From this perspective, the 
material presence of medieval works in the historian’s present tense does indeed 
matter, but it does not afford them unmediated access to “matter” or “materiality,” 
in either their medieval or post‐medieval forms. Rather, both “matter” and 
“materiality” are concepts made, maintained, and revised by past and present acts 
of analytic judgment and abstraction, both past and present.

For scholars interested in medieval “materiality” and “matter,” much work 
remains to be done. Despite the explosion of studies focused on the role and import 
of materials in the making of medieval works of art, craft, and culture, writ large, we 
have yet to really confront the plural concepts of “matter” circulating in the cultures 
of the Middle Ages and shaping those cultures from within. Only very recently have 
art historians and scholars of other art forms begun to profit from work on medi-
eval concepts of materia, hyle, and silva in the history of theology, philosophy, and 
science.54 With this trifecta of terms medieval thinkers conceptually grappled with 
matter, per se. The sophistication of medieval conceptions of materia (in the sense 
of prime matter) and the various distinctions made between the world of individual 
material existents and matter as formless potentia have serious consequences for 
medieval understandings of creation as a process and of the relation between mate-
rials and made things. Greater attention to this complex tradition of thought would 
allow us to construct more historically sensitive accounts of “materiality” as it 
was imagined, experienced, and operative within medieval cultures (fig.  4-5). 



Figure 4-5  Matter (Hile) in the scheme of creation: Cambridge, Corpus Christi 
College, MS 48, fol. 7v, late twelfth century. Source: photo courtesy of The Master 
and Fellows of Corpus Christi College, Cambridge.
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As Conrad Rudolph and Ittai Weinryb have demonstrated, to attend to medieval 
concepts of matter is not to flee from material objects, for materia, silva, and hyle 
were examined and re‐examined in the Middle Ages not only in thought or words, 
but also in the making of art works, monuments, and artifacts.55

Attending to “matter” as a medieval concept (or rather, concepts) will require 
art historians to take up a wider range of materials and material processes. Base 
and “banal” materials, long neglected by art historians, were crucial not only to 
medieval processes of artful making, but also to medieval experiences of and ideas 
about the material world. While historians of material culture, archeologists, and 
scholars in the field of Realienkunde have long examined the stuff of everyday 
life – leather, wax, lead, urine, dung, etc. – art historians, with few exceptions, have 
remained preoccupied with a more rarefied and restricted repertoire of materials.

A further consequence of older art historical privileging of “works of art” and 
more recent investments in “material presence” has been a profound inattention 
to central aspects of material processes of making, not least the important part 
played by Werkstoffe in the practices of ars known to medieval cultures. So too, 
waste materials remain largely invisible in both “traditional” and “new materialist” 
accounts of medieval visual and material culture. And yet, as medieval recipe books 
and medieval philosophical thought experiments reveal, most acts of creation in 
the Middle Ages involved forms of material loss and privation: from the wood 
that fueled furnaces, to the wax forms liquefied in the process of casting; from the 
stone removed in the subtractive process of carving, to the refining of ore to yield 
gold, silver, and copper. Every medieval object compellingly present to us today 
is also an archive of other materials transformed, exhausted, and discarded in past 
acts of making. Phenomenally absent today, such materials were crucial to medi-
eval acts of making and concepts of matter. They too are the stuff of the history 
of art and of materiality in the Middle Ages.
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5

Reception of Images by 
Medieval Viewers

Madeline Harrison Caviness

A Paradigm Shift in Visual Studies

In the 1970s and 1980s, many art historians followed literary criticism in a shift 
of focus from the planning and creation of a work to the processes of constructing 
meanings and assigning values through reader/viewer responses. These readings 
go beyond traditional decoding of “iconography” that depends on medieval texts 
and comparative images. Functions that have been proposed for works of art 
range from providing spontaneous pleasure, altered consciousness, instruction, 
or even salutary terror. Recent decades have seen newly intensified efforts by 
historians of cultural production to formulate medieval patterns of utilization that 
may be very different from those taken for granted in Western culture in the first 
half of the twenty‐first century. This shift of emphasis, away from simpler notions 
of universal creative impulses and aesthetic pleasures, toward recognition of 
historically contingent reader and viewer responses, became the new norm, and 
the examples I have chosen to discuss may seem very arbitrary. Many scholars now 
take the alterity of the Middle Ages, and the plurality of its viewing communities, 
as their starting point; feminist criticism and anthropology, as much as the current 
public discourse of social diversity, assists the project. Others have suggested the 
use of psychology or phenomenology to explore supposedly universal human 
patterns of reception, including memory, emotions, and somatic experience, that 
can be mapped onto medieval subjects.
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This paradigm shift has been broadly defined as “the transformation of the his-
tory of art into a history of images.”1 It continues to be important to our field 
even though theoretical debates are less often heard. We can think of it as a move 
from interrogation of all that lay “behind” the creation of the work, including 
any sources believed by earlier scholars to fix “iconographic” meanings in it, to a 
consideration of the varied readings that have arisen from viewing positions in front 
of the work after its completion, during its display or use. Art historians have pre-
dictably developed historical models that go further than literary reader‐response 
criticism in attempting to (re)construct medieval readings. Yet for my purposes, 
“texts” as discussed by literary critics are interchangeable with “images.” Adapted 
from Debra Malina, the central tenet is that “the meaning of a work of literature 
[or art], rather than inhering statically in the text [or image] itself or being recov-
erable from the author’s [or artist’s] intentions, is produced dynamically through 
the interaction between text [or image] and reader [or viewer]”2; this encyclopedia 
entry, and similar pieces by Rabinowitz and Lernout, give very clear synopses of 
various approaches to the construction of meaning as approached through “real” 
or imaginary readers; a more extensive review is that of Andrew Bennett.3

David Areford4 has emphasized the contributions of the French deconstruc-
tionists to theories of the reader’s role. There and in Germany the movement 
had a long pre‐history before it directly impacted art historians. Reader‐response 
criticism, or affective stylistics, developed in Rezeptionsästhetik in the early 1960s 
Constance school, with Hans Robert Jauss as its main exponent; by the 1980s 
his work was being translated into English.5 He called for “a history of art that 
is to be based on the historical functions of production, communication, and 
reception, and is to take part in art”; in other words, the response also impacts 
the work. Being aware of the problem of alterity, he also laid the ground‐lines 
for monitoring “the process of continuous mediation of past and present.” Jauss 
himself saw the medieval fourfold exegesis of the Bible as an example of “active 
reception” since a passive reading no longer provided an understanding of the 
ancient text.6 For art historians, two books announced that foregrounding the 
audience is a way to enrich historical perspectives, and especially to understand 
the power of images.7 Not surprisingly, one is an outgrowth of the study of 
iconoclasm and the debate over Christian representations, and the other examines 
the impact of devotional objects.

Yet the divide between traditional art history and the history of reception is 
not as dramatic as I indicated above. Either mode of interrogation, whether of 
the circumstances leading to production, or of the “after‐life” of the image, can 
be virtually infinite. Sources can extend back to Classical Antiquity; influences 
can be long‐lasting, while viewers have continued to provide different responses  
up to our own time. “Reception” is normally restricted to responses by the 
generation or two that viewed the work in its original cultural and spatial context, 
but “medieval reception” might legitimately include viewers up to the radical 
changes brought about by Protestantism and the Reformation. When reader/
viewer responses are traced down to the present time they constitute a reception 
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history (Rezeptionsgeschichte), and this historiographical branch of inquiry initially 
claimed the term “reception theory.”8 Art historians have learned to examine their 
own biases by attention to historiography and reception history, and such per-
ceptions are needed to historicize our understanding of reader/viewer response. 
Thus, even in this discussion of medieval reception, it is necessary to consider how, 
for instance, the mid‐twelfth‐century writings on “art” by the Benedictine Abbot 
Suger of Saint‐Denis have been mediated through influential modern scholars 
like Emile Mâle and Erwin Panofsky.9 They exaggerated Suger’s creative role, the  
“originality” of his works, and the reach of their positive reception.10 Suger’s 
textualization of the Saint‐Denis projects has had to be reevaluated. Andreas Speer 
used a close reading of part of Suger’s text to argue that, for the abbot, the liturgy 
took precedence over all else.11 This shifts the argument back onto intention, but 
an important implication is that Suger’s cherished objects in the treasury, and the 
stained glass for which he assembled the best painters and materials, were only 
“activated” during a few hours of the year; there was a fluctuating visuality, to be 
considered below. Leaving aside debates about primacy and attribution, it is pos-
sible to find new ways to read both texts and visual objects from the perspective 
of their medieval reception. I have argued that the other Royal Abbey Church, 
Saint‐Remi in Reims, entered into a dialogic relationship with Saint‐Denis that 
extended to tombs, relics, and feast days as well as stones and glass; in the face of 
the visual evidence, agency or documented contacts are not necessary.12

Overall, how we interrogate Romanesque and Gothic images – I would prefer to say 
the artifacts in currency in Europe during the crusading period – has been immensely 
deepened and broadened through considerations of reception, including the enlarge-
ment of the canon we study as indicated in my rephrasing. What used to be taken 
for granted as “functions” (devotional, pedagogical, etc.) is being tested against 
reception of the work by a variety of real or imagined viewers. Some of the many 
advances and conundrums I list here give rise to issues that I will elaborate further:

•	 The canon dominated by the colonial narrative of a spiritual Christian past, 
promoting for instance a notion of illuminated manuscripts and abbey 
churches made by monks for monks, has expanded to include the seamy 
side of artifacts that played to ecclesiastic and lay viewers.13

•	 Medieval representational codes included rhetorical, semiotic, and theatrical 
aspects and gestures have been debated as ritual and/or as expressive language.14

•	 Mary Carruthers’s extensive work on mnemonics in relation to medieval 
textual practices and images in books was paralleled by art historians such as 
Suzanne Lewis examining visual recall.15 Memory aids learning and ensures a 
continuing impact.

•	 A broader understanding of Christian piety has brought attention to the way 
Christian images interacted with segments of the population who had previously 
been neglected: the women, the once‐numerous Jews, the Slavs and Irish who 
were in the process of being converted and/or colonized, the Moslems living 
among Christians in Mediterranean countries.16
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•	 The Jewish debate over images continued in medieval Europe, as discussed 
below.

•	 Negative reception not only includes textualized objections to a particular 
work, but also damage or destruction, and even reversion to non‐figural 
expression.17

•	 Stylistic diversity in works of art, such as reliquaries and stained glass, and 
the buildings that housed them, can be appreciated for each embellishment 
that tells us something about changing uses and functions (e.g. fig.  5-1; 
or the twelfth‐century stained glass panels that were given a new frame and 
integrated into the thirteenth‐century architecture and liturgy of Chartres 
cathedral).18

•	 Medieval copies, once dismissed as less creative than their models, have 
become precious indexes of its reception, and of the changing perception of 
later artisans and their patrons (a famous example is the variety of English 
copies of the Carolingian “Utrecht Psalter”).19

Figure 5-1  Reliquary statue of St. Foi (St. Faith), ninth/tenth century, with additions. 
Conques Abbey, treasury. Source: photo courtesy of Erich Lessing/Art Resource, NY.
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•	 Whether a “seminal work of art” could be seen and emulated by artisans 
should be a test for modernist claims of “artistic influence.” It is necessary 
to formulate a “viewing community,” i.e. a group constituted by a shared 
experience of the work.20

•	 It may be possible to construct an individual viewer in a particular social and 
temporal frame and extrapolate to the effect the work would have had on 
her/him (e.g. the princess for whom her mother the queen commissioned a 
prayer book).21

•	 Several cultural historians have historicized emotional responses, such as 
laughter, fear, horror, compassion, and grief.22

•	 An apotropaic function, linked with fear of chimeras and freaks, was believed 
to ward off evil,23 or even provide a vade mecum to help the viewer suppress 
“unclean” thoughts.24

•	 Positive reception depended on many non‐aesthetic considerations, but under-
standing medieval aesthetics is also crucial to construct pleasurable responses.25

•	 Medieval optical theories caution against supposing that medieval viewers 
understood how and what they saw in the same way as moderns; visuality may 
be culturally contingent.26

•	 Current phenomenology may bridge alterity by taking into account the medi-
eval place and its inhabitants, understanding “vision and perception as embod-
ied and synesthetic,” and relying on “somatic rather than semantic” reading.27

Extrapolating from these impacts on our field it seems that medieval historians have 
used four avenues of approach to establishing reception, though of course they 
may overlap: First: There may be direct evidence for attitudes to the object, and 
an examination of the work itself should have priority, though in recent decades 
it was often forgotten; anecdotal textual evidence always has to be weighed with/
against the artifact. Second, it may be possible to construct the viewer/reader as a 
group from societal norms, or even an individual from biographical information. 
Third, most modern theories of reception have a counterpart in medieval thought, 
for instance concerning representation, signs, personae, and optics, and scholars 
often invoke these theories to assist in period reading. Fourth but adjacent, are 
modern tools for decoding visual symbols that some consider universal enough 
to project back onto people of a distant past: Meyer Schapiro may have been 
one of the first to invoke semiotics as a way to decode Romanesque images;28 
psycho‐analysis has had a very mixed history in terms of its trustworthiness for 
medievalists, but in the late twentieth century it contributed a great deal to our 
understanding of sexuality and gender;29 cognitive science produced Gestalt the-
ory, and more recently an understanding of the way representation of movement 
in a painting triggers the experience of it in the viewer’s brain;30 optics has 
assisted notions of color perception;31 our adjacent disciplines of archeology and 
anthropology have assisted our understanding of the ways different people 
interact with artifacts – for instance, theories of ritual enactment cast liturgy and 
the cult of relics in a new light.32
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Praise and Criticism of Buildings and Artifacts 
by the Christian Establishment

What kinds of sources exist to indicate how medieval viewers reacted (or were 
supposed to react) to visual objects? The rhetorical mode known as ars laudandi 
might be expected to help, but praise of a new enterprise tended to be couched 
in generalities like variety, or well‐worn topoi, such as the one claiming the 
richest materials, and even more superior craftsmanship. T.A. Heslop brought 
together a variety of such comments, as well as some of the negative criticism 
detailed below, noting the “ambivalence and contradictions inherent in medieval 
attitudes.”33 Clear and specific documents charting the immediate reception 
of a particular work of art by a medieval audience are very uncommon, at least 
before the late fourteenth century. Ars vituperandi might shed some light, but 
there was nothing comparable to our modernist discourse of judicial criticism, 
largely because works did not circulate as commercial production. Only in the 
twentieth century did historians seek to convince non‐medievalists (who often 
find medieval art ugly) that medieval philosophers and artisans had espoused 
certain aesthetic values.

Although it might seem obvious that any work accepted by a patron and pre-
served for posterity had met the standards then current, scholars have preferred 
to seek verbal formulations of an aesthetic. Their explorations were among the 
first that bridged production and reception, though with the assumption that the 
second was a mirror of the first. In 1935 Ananda Coomaraswamy, a connoisseur 
of Indian and Southeast Asian art, sought an aesthetics of European medieval 
art; a decade later a fuller range of texts and visual observations were brought to 
bear on the issue by Edgar de Bruyne34 and Meyer Schapiro.35 Schapiro claimed 
“a conscious taste of the spectators for the beauty of workmanship, materials, 
and artistic devices, apart from the religious meanings.” He posited medieval 
viewers of different stations and classes, but in his eagerness to claim delight 
in non‐religious motifs, Schapiro almost overlooked the cultural distance that 
separates a medieval audience from us. On the other hand, Umberto Eco36 histo
ricized medieval viewers, but depended on a traditional array of theological and 
philosophical texts to posit top‐down changing values. His account is historically 
grounded yet utterly impersonal, since he makes no attempt to substantiate plea-
surable responses in a particular medieval audience. The quest for a philosophical 
aesthetics has continued, with substantial contributions by Mary Carruthers.37 
Her close reading of a wide range of texts that were read in the Middle Ages 
underpin her discussion of aesthetics, but she also evokes “commonplace medieval 
sense‐derived understanding” of things like the physicality of skin/parchment. 
Like Jauss, she insists on the agency of the work in directing its own reception, so 
that we should ponder “what is it asking us to do?” Interdisciplinary text‐based 
scholarship naturally dominates this line of enquiry, yet it seems to leave room 
for historians more familiar with a wide range of visual images to develop an even 
fuller observation‐based history of diverse and changing taste.
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One of the best indications we have of an appreciative audience is imitation, 
so works themselves have been viewed as contributions to critical discourse. 
Yet motivations for copying are historically contingent. In 1942, Richard Krau-
theimer noted that the many buildings that medieval viewers claimed as imitations 
of the Holy Sepulcher vary so much in composition that he raised the question 
whether the form of the original had much importance in itself (as modernists 
had assumed), or whether the essential similarity was conceptual (hexagonal and 
round both being central‐planned), or if indeed it lay in the symbolism of 
numbers (12 columns; 8 sides, etc.). Accounts by travelers proved to be useful 
in plotting reception because their descriptions were as “inaccurate” as the built 
copies. Krautheimer’s analysis pointed toward a pre‐modern visuality that was 
predisposed to symbolism.

Gervase, writing toward the end of the twelfth century, of the destroyed choir 
of Canterbury Cathedral that had been “gloriously completed” by 1124 under 
Prior Conrad, apologized for giving the impression that he was interested in “the 
mere arrangement of stones,” and assured his readers that his principal concern 
was the suitable placement of the relics of the saints.38 Suspending the justificatory 
purpose of such texts, once we acknowledge the importance of relics, buildings 
that look as different as the great Byzantinizing church of San Marco in Venice 
and the Romanesque pilgrim church of Santiago in Compostela may have had a 
dialogic relationship, as rival houses for apostolic relics. This assumption is sup-
ported by Suger, who wished his altar furnishings in Saint‐Denis to rival those of 
Hagia Sophia in Istanbul, though he must have known they would not look alike; 
he concentrates on their costliness, but says nothing of outdoing the Western 
pilgrim churches by employing the new rib vaulting and supplying the portals 
with column statues.39

The occasional verbal attacks on new (Gothic) building programs are an indi-
cation that churchmen did not condone novelty and inventiveness in a world that 
regarded extreme departures from accepted wisdom as heretical. In this climate 
it is all the more likely that texts praising new works and their patrons should be 
regarded as self‐justificatory rhetoric. Far from being entirely transparent accounts  
of the motivation for the building campaigns, such texts were vehicles for the 
manipulation of viewers’ reception of the sumptuous building, persuading them 
to overcome their scruples against such lavish spending by ecclesiastic commu-
nities. Barbara Abou‐el‐Haj has cast doubt on the “cult of the carts” which was 
said to have motivated ordinary lay people to pull the carts of building materials to 
sites such as Chartres Cathedral in order to honor the Virgin. She sees this often‐
repeated topos as part of “an expanding rhetorical curve in the clergy’s accounts.”40 
We are thus confronted with the irony that sharper attention to textual sources in 
order to tease out medieval viewer responses has led to greater skepticism as to the 
authority of texts. If we apply ideology critique equally to texts and works of art, 
both are seen to have contributed to the construction and maintenance of social 
differences, an approach that has been clearly charted by feminists as well as more 
broadly by Jonathan Alexander.41 We have to conclude that the silent lay people 
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of the period between 1140 and 1240 were neither as devoid of spirituality as 
St. Bernard feared, nor as totally committed to the cult of the Virgin as Bishop 
Hugh of Rouen claimed.

Negative reactions to such building programs usually stemmed from a longstand-
ing Christian anxiety about icons, images, and idols, as well as about the expendi-
ture of money on church decorations when it might be given to the poor (Kessler, 
Chapter 9 in this volume). The best‐known verbal attack on “art” from the High 
Middle Ages is the famous Apologia of Saint Bernard.42 Even without it, we could 
assume that the unadorned Cistercian enclaves satisfied very different communities 
from those of the great Benedictine abbey churches and the cathedrals. The dis-
agreement was not about some fundamental notion of the role of images in the 
spiritual life of Christians (such as brought about Protestant iconoclasms), but a dis-
tinction drawn by both sides between different viewing communities; St. Bernard 
stated this clearly when he wrote: “For certainly bishops have one kind of business, 
and monks another. We know that since they [the bishops] are responsible for both 
the wise and the foolish, they stimulate the devotion of a carnal people with material 
ornaments because they cannot do so with spiritual ones.” He firmly believed that 
lavish and attractive “decorations” were not necessary for churchmen as aids to con-
templation or to understanding scripture, but there is a note of disdain in Bernard’s 
characterization of the laity.

European Jewish leaders shared these conflicted attitudes to imagery. 
In Germany some communities hired the same masons who worked for cathe-
dral chapters, and in the twelfth century the synagogue in Cologne had windows 
painted with human figures as well as lions and snakes, while wall paintings in 
Meissen depicted plants and beasts. Maimonides cautioned against the pictorial 
arts as a distraction from prayer, and c.1200 his followers in Mainz removed these 
decorations.43 Yet the lion symbolized the tribe of Judah, the serpent, Dan, and 
these motifs were used on canting seals. Beasts and plants continued to appear in 
Hebrew books, as also figures and grotesques, and such decoration was approved 
by Meir of Rothenberg. By the thirteenth century Jewish leaders had realized 
that figural images of biblical history did not call for idolatrous use, and illumi-
nated prayer books kept in the home were aids to memory for this private viewing 
community.44

Using, and Attempting to Control, the Power 
of Images over Lay Audiences

At the same time as they allowed the private contemplation of paintings, Jews 
must have been increasingly fearful of the rhetorical power of negative images, 
such as statues of Synagogue, that Christian places of worship displayed.45 In fact 
images of Christ’s passion mounted a violent rhetorical attack on Jews as sup-
posed agents of his suffering, and even as desecrators of the consecrated host.46 
Repeated pogroms, carried out by the populace that had been manipulated by 
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such images and culminating in the burning of urban Jews after the Black Death, 
meant that this silent viewing community virtually disappeared during the second 
half of the fourteenth century. As Jews came back to the German towns in the 
Late Middle Ages, popular stories, prints, and public performances of plays kept 
Christian performers and their audience stirred up against them. Violent Christian 
mobs are another face of the somatized spirituality and intensified carnality of the 
devotional cults that now filled the streets.

During the High Middle Ages occasional censorship of particular images 
was accompanied by a decree of the church. Michael Camille has pointed to the 
Y‐shaped cross and to the “Vierge Ouvrante” with the Trinity inside her as instances 
of unacceptable representations.47 The former may have been of the type accused of 
producing a frenzy of popular devotion in a village near London in 1306, such that 
the churchmen decided to hide it away; apparently the church struggled to main-
tain control over the use and form of images. In the fifteenth century Jean Gerson 
criticized the opening Madonna shrines for a theological error that made it appear 
as though Mary gave birth to God the Father and the Holy Spirit as well as Christ, 
but Elina Gertsman has elucidated the power of their interactive performance.48 
In 1502 a bishop declared a painting of Joachim and Anna kissing when she greeted 
him at the Golden Gate to be heretical, because it lent support to popular belief that 
the kiss, rather than a miracle, made her pregnant with the Virgin Mary.49

Prudishness was on the increase during the later Middle Ages. Despite an 
evident liking for scatology in texts and representations, there are instances of 
bowdlerism such as the erasure of genitalia that may be expressions of fear or dis-
gust on the part of some medieval viewer.50 Such actions hint at a gulf between 
the Western theological position on images that did not allow them any power 
in themselves, as mere signs, and popular beliefs that attributed magic‐working 
powers to them as if they were the referent. The institutionalization of ritual 
curses directed at relics when they failed to answer people’s prayers was revealed 
by Patrick Geary, and this aided our understanding of the process of embellishing 
reliquaries in order to empower the relics.51

The clearest expression of disapprobation of the representational arts is icon-
oclasm, but destruction of Christian holy images was severely punished as heresy 
prior to the Reformation, and thus quite rare. One of the charges against the 
Templars who were burned in Paris in 1314 is that they defiled the cross.52 As 
with the later Lollards and Hussites, criticism of devotion that verged on latria 
(worship) was spurred by a profound skepticism about the sanctity of mere 
carvings. Sarah Stanbury uses the desecration and burning of a wooden statue of 
St. Katherine by alleged Lollards, described in Henry Knighton’s Chronicle of 
1337–1396, to elucidate these tensions, and notes a new source of anxiety, the 
beginnings of a market for such costly objects.53 Eamon Duffy has shown how 
dynamic were the relationships between people of various ranks, and the cross or 
crucifixion: they prayed to it in private and in churches for miracles, they bowed 
before it, they contemplated Christ’s sufferings to come to terms with their own, 
and were often buried with a cross.54 This quintessential Christian icon was so 
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revered that disrespect for it was punished by burning the iconoclast, but in this 
exchange the crosses were eventually stripped from the churches and burned by 
the Protestants, as pointed out by Margaret Aston.55

Many art historians see images as aids to devotion. Hans Belting, Nigel 
Morgan, and Jeffrey Hamburger are among those who have consistently used 
late medieval texts to elucidate these practices.56 Hamburger emphasized the use 
of images in the “pastoral care” of nuns (cura monialium) by churchmen, and 
traced the reception history of a Byzantine icon.57 In 2004, he reexamined the 
use of two images from Hildegard of Bingen’s Scivias in a sermon that Joannis 
Tauler preached to Dominican nuns in Cologne in 1339. Tauler’s text leaves little 
doubt about his expectation that such visionary images, even 160 years after their 
making, could lead the viewer’s mind away from worldly things to higher truths, 
and to a higher state of consciousness. He appears to elaborate on the claim Suger 
had made 200 years earlier, for his precious jeweled furnishings.

A disadvantage of this approach is that it once more emphasizes the orthodox 
Christian aspect of medieval visual culture, and privileges texts over images – as 
Mâle’s generation had done. This logocentrism is exacerbated when there is a 
gender distinction between the (male) author of an oral guide and the (female) 
audience for the image; we should not assume that this was a one‐way channel 
for ideas; as feminist scholars we can resist this missionary position. The example 
of Tauler suggests the extent to which preachers garnered inspiration from the 
writings and pictures produced by saintly women “mystics,” so they, as much as 
the women, deserve to be analyzed as a viewing community, in concert with the 
current discussion of masculinities.

An alternative to looking at groups of women with shared experiences, such as 
mothers, or nuns, has been to posit individual viewers. In an article on the Hours 
of Jeanne d’Evreux published in 1993 I presented a construction of an individual 
pubescent girl’s reading of the images in the book given to her around the time of 
her marriage in 1324 to a much older king. Jonathan Culler’s notion of “reading 
as a woman” had usefully suggested that resisting readings are not produced sub-
jectively, but are the result of a conscious act of constructing oneself as a reader.58 
However his project was suspect since it risked essentializing “women” as a mono-
lithic community; more specificity is needed. Hence my aim was to “imagine” the 
frightening impact of this imagery on Jeanne at the age of 14, given her background 
and education, and the specific context of the Capetian court at the time. That the 
laughter we had all so long enjoyed at the exploits of hybrid creatures in the margins 
could be displaced by fear and revulsion was not at first popular. Yet as I suggested, 
Jeanne may have looked very differently at her prayer book years later.

Attitudes to the material objects made for the cult of saints, including for 
private use, have continued to receive attention, as have the representation of 
reliquaries in other media, such as stained glass.59 The reliquary statue of Sainte 
Foy that resides in her church in Conques has become a paradigmatic case‐study 
that  assisted in changing the canon (fig. 5-1). Sainte Foy stubbornly resisted 
any focus on a moment of creation, since she is a composite work, an assemblage 
built up on a Roman core with accretions of gemstones throughout the Middle 
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Ages that constitute a material record of reception. Jean Taralon60 established her 
archeology, but it is in the area of reception that the most impressive work has 
been done. An historian of art and drama and an anthropologist elucidated the role 
played by this reliquary statue in local ritual and belief systems, as indicated in her 
life and miracle book.61 Bernard of Angers, who wrote the first two books of the 
miracles sometime after 1010, explained in a preface addressed to Bishop Fulbert 
of Chartres that he went to Conques full of skepticism “partly because it seemed 
to be the common people who promulgated these miracles and partly because they 
were regarded as new and unusual.”62 He also feared that statues such as hers were 
idols worthy of Jupiter or Mars. The texts in the Book of Saint Foy give innumerable 
insights into the powers that people believed were invested in the relics and their 
precious encasing, revealing the strength of belief in the efficacy of its presence for 
cures, and even for civil transactions. By the Late Middle Ages, the cult of the saints 
that spread through prints and vernacular stories, such as legends of St. Joseph 
filling the role of a father, and St. Anne as a mother, showed signs of adaptation 
to the secular social context;63 popular cults grew up around such figures. Saint 
Anthony was called on to find lost possessions, and Saint Cunigunde was addressed 
as Saint Con and imputed with powers to cure gynecological problems.

Medieval imagery has been a constant source of puzzlement and revelation to 
modern scholars, but it is only recently that there has been much focus on the 
ways in which the original devotees and casual viewers actually understood it. 
Decoding a work of art implies an encoding. Traditional iconography assumed 
that the two processes inevitably mirrored each other, as if meanings were fixed in 
the object. Deconstruction assumed they were not, and that each decoding brings 
new meanings. To what extent did the iconographic conventions of medieval art 
ensure a degree of common response, even among an informed community of 
viewers? We cannot make the assumption that the silences surrounding reception 
in the High Middle Ages indicate some sort of transparency that merely allowed 
works to speak for themselves. A sculpture of the Virgin and Child may have 
been widely recognized as Mary and Jesus, but for some viewers a knowledge 
of Latin texts would add layered theological meanings, of the kind that Adolf 
Katzenellenbogen elucidated by for the Marian programs of Chartres Cathedral 
in 1964.64 A widespread tradition of twelfth‐century exegesis constructed four 
levels of meaning for sacred symbols.65 In this case, a highly educated person 
of the time could distinguish an immediate physical signification (the historical 
Mary and Jesus), an allegorical one (she is the Seat of Wisdom, associated with 
King Solomon), a moral or tropological level (she is the life‐giving Church), and 
an association with eternal salvation such as that she will be crowned by Christ 
in heaven and mediate his judgment at the end of time. Thus about the time 
modern semioticians were arguing for the multivalence of the sign, medievalists 
were positing multivalence based on medieval theories of reading.66

However, keeping in mind the example “Virgin and Child,” post‐modern 
scholars have been concerned with a different kind of multivalence, arising from 
resonances that may be specific to various medieval viewing communities. Contex-
tual art history provided a major step toward the exploration of medieval audiences. 
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In studying the medieval cult of the Virgin, Marina Warner took into consideration 
the ways in which its ideology would inflect the lives of real women.67 She sug-
gested that the unique status of Mary, as virgin and mother, could serve neither 
ordinary mothers nor ordinary nuns as a role model. And in the eyes of men, the 
Virgin Mary represented an ideal unattainable by real women who were thus always 
seen to fall short. On the other hand, a very different learned – as opposed to 
learnèd – response to this serenely seated female figure with an infant on her lap 
can be posited: To a pregnant or recently birthed mother approaching a portal such 
as the one on the west façade of Chartres Cathedral, the Virgin’s seated position 
with knees wide apart could connote safe and painless birthing.68 No surviving 
texts describe such responses (although of course the Virgin Mary was prayed to 
for fertility and safe birthing), my claim is substantiated by images of birthing and 
by non‐theological discourses such as that of gynecology. Construction of a female 
viewing position also informed a study of the mothers whose grief is vividly depict-
ed in the scene of the massacre of the innocents; in this case they may be supposed 
to have provided a model for performative identification, at the same time covertly 
condemning women in the community who heartlessly committed infanticide.69

Yet another dimension has been added to French Gothic portal sculpture and 
stained glass by studies of the liturgy, especially the ordinaries or processionals. 
Liturgical analysis serves to situate these works at Chartres in a performance space, 
where cyclic rituals animate them on a temporary basis, much as later altarpieces 
were successively opened and closed during the liturgical year.70 This hermeneutic 
posits meanings that are constructed in specific viewing contexts. The works were 
interactive with their audience, a function that is more easily grasped in relation 
to the smaller pieces that were taken from the sacristy only during the feasts of the 
church. One such example, once in the treasury of Saint‐Denis, is the elaborate 
enameled base whose Old Testament scenes were completed by New Testament 
antitypes when the processional cross was placed in it.71 Yet for liturgical objects 
it has to be remembered how elitist the user‐group was, essentially restricted to 
the priesthood, with a viewing community of those in close proximity to the altar, 
or perhaps to the public procession. The eyes of the laity were diverted from the 
High Altar that was used for daily Mass by choir screens that divulged little of the 
mystery. The objects most gloated over by Abbot Suger were seen by very few, 
just as his text justifying the expenditures on them was scarcely read in the Middle 
Ages. We saw that Speer insisted on Suger’s valuation of the liturgy above any 
other consideration, and Konrad Hoffmann long ago suggested that the famous 
stained glass windows that gave “new light” to his choir were so esoteric that 
their primary function may have been for learned contemplation by a monastic 
community that had the possibility of studying the Latin verses painted in them.72 
Some inscriptions reiterated the sung text that they knew from the liturgy, as in 
a window with the life of Saint Benedict, the founder of their order, that they 
moved up from the crypt in the thirteenth century in order to include it in their 
processions (fig. 5-2).73 This window could then also make an impression on 
lay pilgrims, its narrative authority enhanced by inscribed scrolls but most of 
all by the richness of its colors.



Figure 5-2  The Apotheosis of St. Benedict, c.1144, from the Abbey Church of 
St.‐Denis; the scroll is inscribed with a verse from his Mass. Paris: Musée national du 
moyen âge – thermes et hôtel de Cluny. Source: photo courtesy of Réunion des musées 
nationaux/Art Resource, NY.
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Stained glass was such a monumental and brilliant medium that it could 
resonate on a less learned level for a wide audience. Vast Gothic windows lent 
themselves to elaborate narratives that seldom had any text for identification of 
the events. In 1987 Wolfgang Kemp used the term “sermo corporeus” to invoke 
the materiality of stained glass as a medium for preaching. In a sermon written 
about mid‐thirteenth‐century Cardinal Eudes de Châteauroux recalled, in a sermon 
written in about mid‐thirteenth century, that when he was a child a layman had 
explained to him the misfortunes of the man saved by the Good Samaritan, as 
represented in a window. Kemp explored a wide range of visual signs that made 
it possible to “read” such a window without recourse to a text. Michael Camille 
made another major contribution to this question by considering the different 
attitudes and experience of illiterate and literate people in the presence of art.74 
Even those who could not read might be impressed by inscriptions, yet he argues 
that the largely illiterate audiences of the High Middle Ages believed pictures 
more readily than writings, while respecting scrolls and books as objects.

Problem of Alterity, Diverse Visualities, and Performativity

Several scholars have raised another very significant problem of alterity: Is our 
visual perception the same as that of medieval people? Color perception may be 
a test case. A propos Abbot Suger’s Saint‐Denis, both Meredith Lillich and John 
Gage pointed out that the blue glass extolled in Suger’s text would have been 
regarded by a learned audience as next to black; Lillich ingeniously suggests it 
was a conscious reference to the version of Pseudo‐Denis the Areopagite’s trea-
tise that was probably known in Saint‐Denis, which posited Divine Darkness as 
the necessary corollary of Divine Light.75 Anca Vsilieu also re‐evaluated Suger’s 
use of the term clarus (light/bright) in relation to his windows, in the context 
of medieval theories of transparency.76 Yet modern notions of the wave‐length of 
different colors, complimentary colors, and the impact of reduced light or distance 
on hue, have also been deemed relevant to the perception of medieval stained 
glass.77 There is an evident contradiction between the learned medieval belief that 
blue was the darkest color in some absolute sense, and Purkinje’s modern empirical 
finding that a shift occurs in reduced light whereby blue appears brighter than 
red. Is it possible that theological truth over‐rode optical events that we take to 
be scientifically true? The discussion has shifted from optics to visuality.

A range of essays on visuality in a collection edited by Robert Nelson78 pointed 
to fundamental differences that framed medieval perceptions of images: Camille 
suggested that medieval visuality assumed an impact on the viewer much stronger 
than the mere perception of form and color; through extramission, the viewer 
risked being enthralled or fascinated, which had almost as threatening connota-
tions as being bewitched, or even of becoming like the object of view. Suzannah 
Biernoff published the first history of medieval sight and vision (as distinct from 
optics) that takes alterity fully into account, coining the term “carnal vision.”79 
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Alexa Sand, taking note of the extent to which the bodily/material and the 
spiritual/immaterial were interwoven in medieval accounts and images, advises a 
return to the tangible objects that link us to the materiality of that world.80

The temporary invisibility of works of art is related to the drama of their reap-
pearance. Lenten practices of suppression and deprivation in the church ensured 
the renewed impact of celebration afterwards. The procession of works, combined 
with chant and sung text, changed their reception even if they could only be 
glimpsed in movement. The staging of the Mass and its impact as a “drama of 
death” has been vividly described by Elina Gertsman.81 She argues that represen-
tations of processions, such as the dance of death sequences that greeted church‐
goers as they proceeded through the aisles or cloister, were “performative.” The 
term is problematic, and worth clarifying; for this circumstance I frankly prefer 
to say interactive or simply inclusive of the viewer, in that the viewer feels directly 
addressed by the performers in the picture, and included in their action. Robert 
Clark and Pamela Sheingorn used “performative” as an adjective to describe their 
reading of a pictorial sequence in which the movement and gestures of the fig-
ures resonate with an imagined dramatic performance.82 Defined that way, it is 
hard to reconcile the term with the dictionary meaning of the noun, as used in 
speech act theory, which claims that performatives are enunciations that create 
the condition they describe (such as saying “I state”); as an extension of this 
precept, Judith Butler described m/f gender as performative. On the other hand, 
the general meaning of performance relates to theater, so theatrical would give 
the meaning of performative as used by Gertsman, and “performativity” might 
suggest a potential for theatrical performance. For representations to be perfor-
mative they would have to bring about the conditions they describe, or ask for; 
the visual attacks on Jews, described above, constitute performatives since they no 
doubt instigated real violence.

For Whom and to What Effect?

An aspect of image reception that is seldom raised is the implication for the many 
images and relics that were for the most part, or even permanently, unseen. The 
simplistic answer that they were created for the eyes of God is not even hinted 
at in texts. The answer seems to be that their power could be imagined to work 
regardless. Mural paintings sealed inside thirteenth‐century tombs, as in Notre 
Dame of Bruges, watched over the corpse, and apparently among the earliest 
function of printed images was to substitute for such paintings. Similarly, wall‐
safes for the consecrated bread and wine of the Eucharist in some churches on 
Gotland have an annunciation painted on the inside of the doors that comes 
together only when they are closed.83 The concept no doubt extended to minute 
reliquaries within reliquaries, and pictures and prayers that were closed in books 
or painted in windows that were dark at vespers, or inscribed inside heavy bronze 
bells. Human interaction was not necessary to enable their affective spiritual 
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powers; yet when books were opened and words mouthed, when bells were rung, 
or light came in through colored glass (miraculously as was believed) powerful 
interactive relationships were renewed by somatic experience.

Post‐modern readings allow for other reactions to “devotional images” that 
medieval and modern discourses have suppressed. Examined against the dom-
inant culture, they may be viewed as pornographic, erotic, sadoerotic, abject, 
masochistic, or humorous. One example of such divergent readings must suf-
fice here, though it is part of a larger enterprise to queer our interrogation of 
medieval artifacts by letting them “ask what it is they want us to do”: Whereas 
Nigel Morgan and Jeffrey Hamburger insist on the gaping side‐wound of 
Christ as only‐a‐bleeding‐wound, Karma Lochrie, Martha Easton, and I have 
associated it additionally with a life‐giving vulva, especially when it is isolated 
from a body (fig. 5-3).84 Even though Hamburger allows a sexual attraction 
between Catherine of Siena and a bloodied Christ on the cross, his phrasing 
as “a nubile woman passionately devoted to Christ,” vigorously suppresses the 
possibility of a homosexual attraction; but when she sucks the side‐wound he 
can “imagine why reformers seem to have preferred that most manuscripts 
of St. Catherine’s Vita remained without illustrations” (fig. 5-4).85 Lochrie’s 
reading of texts and images plausibly argues “an open mesh of polysemy”; a 
Franciscan treatise known as the Stimulus Amoris refers to the union (copulo) 
of mouth and wound, queering the reading (fig. 5-4).86 A late medieval carni-
valesque brooch presents a parody of the cult of the wound that confirms its 
blasphemous reading as a fertility symbol or sexual object by the man in the 
street: three erect penises, like ancient Priapic symbols, carry the “wound” on 
a palanquin as if in a procession of relics (fig. 5-5).87 A contrary example reveals 
the physical evidence of intense performances of devotion: It has been possible 
to identify the actual owner of a print that centers the wound, the Nuremberg 
physician and humanist Hartman Schedel, in the fifteenth century; he hinged 
the picture in his prayer book, wrote verses round the margins, and had it 
pierced by the Holy Lance, allowing red paint to seep through onto the other 
side like blood.88

We should allow for similar extremes of audience reaction in viewing the 
multivalance of images in the margins, whether of manuscript pages, embroi-
deries, portals, stained glass windows, ivories, or choir stalls. These motifs 
were not always in the service of a text, and the debate as to whether or not 
they had higher meanings for their audience was engaged in the nineteenth 
century. Several scholars’ findings extend convincingly to the choices of reli-
gious subjects that operated like exempla in sermons as Lilian Randall long 
ago argued.89 Yet if we were to posit a confessor as designer and mediator of 
the work, have we come full circle to regard reception by the owner as the 
mirror of intention? Some modern exegetes claimed the margins as a zone 
for dialogic laughter, unconscious doodles, or pagan survivals. Recent trends 
epitomize the available models for constructing medieval reception: universal, 
community‐based, or individual.



Figure 5-3  Christ’s side wound and instruments of the Passion, Psalter, and Prayer 
Book of Bonne of Luxembourg, probably before 1349. New York: The Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, The Cloisters Collection, 69.86, fol. 331r. Source: photo courtesy of 
The Metropolitan Museum of Art.



Figure 5-4  St. Catherine sucking Christ’s side wound, Raymund of Capua, Life of 
St. Catherine of Siena, fifteenth century. Paris: Bibliothèque nationale de France, MS All. 
34, f. 43v. Source: photo Bibliothèque nationale de France.
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Open‐Ended Readings/Viewings

This cursory historiography of the ways in which medievalists have proposed to 
explore reception during the past 50 years, indicates the extent to which histo-
rians of visual culture allowed themselves to become logocentric; if reception 
is only established outside the work and its production, our knowledge of it has 
largely been derived from the kind of texts that present‐day scholars trained in 
history, theology, and literature are likely to know. To that degree, it risks being a 
mirror extension, moving forward in time, from the traditional habit of exploring 
textual sources. What distinguishes current notions of reception is a willingness 
to allow for shifting and contrary readings, and to speculate about subversive ele-
ments. Beyond that, if full consideration is given to the way an artifact has been 
handled, we might learn a great deal from its perfect condition, or from erasures, 
breakages, physical wear, and repairs – provided they can be dated in the Middle 
Ages. Returning to the materiality of the object may be extremely rewarding, and 
it puts the viewer literally in touch with the object.

Figure 5-5  Three phalli with human legs carrying a crowned vulva figure with a three‐
phalli diadem, lead‐tin badge, c.1375–1425, Van Beunengen Collection, Cothen, The 
Netherlands. Source: http://www.medievalbadges.org/mb_index_UK.php.
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6

Narrative, Narratology, 
and Meaning

Suzanne Lewis

Pictures don’t tell stories; viewers tell stories.
Art historians also tell stories, or at least we try.1

As art history becomes increasingly engaged in adopting and adapting theoreti-
cal axioms from other disciplines, we develop new ways to experience and interpret 
medieval visual narrative. However, our built‐in involvement with medieval texts, 
coupled with the dominant presence of literary historians and critics in narrative 
studies, has created a powerful impulse to prioritize word over image. Indeed, 
narratologists repeatedly point to the limitations of art itself as a mode of commu-
nication.2 In response, a healthy antidote can be cited in the critical works of James 
Elkins who urges us toward a deeper and wider awareness of the act of seeing itself: 
“Seeing is metamorphosis … [it] alters the thing that is seen [by the artist] and 
transforms the seer.“3

In his magisterial essay on visual narrative, Wolfgang Kemp reminds us “the 
subject of art is the subject: the analogous formation of our own identity through 
processes of perception and identification.”4 Art is an “agent of optimal, uncon-
ditional visibility … [that] brings things and actions closer.”5 Michael Camille’s 
eloquent probing of medieval visual narrativity, as imagined by both artist and 
viewer within the framework of voice, gesture, and body, movingly reaches out to 
touch our own human experiences as it opens our understanding.6

In further contrast to the negative stance often taken in assertions of the primacy 
of word over image, an increasing number of art historical and critical studies 
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persuasively argue that visual narratives are not created to be “read” as if they were 
texts, but pictured to be seen, experienced, and understood within a singularly 
different, perceptual, cognitive world. At the same time, we still feel the necessity 
or desire to deal in various ways with the frequent traditional and inextricable 
presence of texts in medieval pictorial narratives. “Word and image” will not disap-
pear. Within this configuration, “reading images” can be construed, not as a fixed 
paradigm, but as a complex, open process of asking how the reader‐viewer, both 
implied and real, and the layered narratives of image visibly coupled with word, act 
in tandem to create cognitive, emotionally felt experiences.7

A Visual Narratology for Medieval Art?

At the same time that art historians have become increasingly engaged with theo-
retical issues, narratology has experienced a number of analogous paradigm shifts. 
Central to the new theories is the inclusion of context, which in turn is expanded 
to embrace non‐verbal, visual narrative. Although visual narratology has particular 
relevance to medieval art, terms such as syntagm and metalepsis tend to create more 
obfuscation than light.8 Linguistic barriers mount as each theoretician seems obliged 
to create his/her own terminology and/or assigns new meanings to familiar words. 
Nevertheless, given the ever‐widening interdisciplinary dimensions of art history, we 
can still engage in open‐minded but critical explorations, as we ask how narratology 
offers “an additional layer of analysis” to our studies of medieval visual narrative.9

In the last three decades, our “close reading” of meaning in works of art in 
an expanded range of media has involved us in a wider and deeper probing of 
human experience, subjectivity as well as cognition.10 “Experientiality” is now con-
sidered as one of the key terms of narratology.11 As medievalists, whether directly 
or by implication, we have become seriously involved with reception theory and 
phenomenology.12 In the absence of an artist/author, the role of the viewer and 
the contextualization of the medieval viewer’s experience now function as critical 
factors in the interpretation of meaning.13 At the same time, contrary to current 
claims, formal or structural analysis has not been entirely abandoned but con-
tinues to play an integral part in the viewer’s response.

Reception theory has a long history with its roots in phenomenology posited 
on the idea of a knowable world and the centrality of the human subject.14 With 
the appearance of Roland Barthes’ Pleasure of the Text (1973) and Wolfgang Iser’s 
Act of Reading (1976), reception theory redefines the reader as the instigator of 
a dynamic end‐game, a complex exploratory experience, unfolding in real time.15 
For Iser, receptive perception is “a process of discovery in which gaps, surprises, 
frustrations, and reversals [that create] disjunctions in a work have the power to 
provoke the reader to reassess his or her assumptions.” Whereas Iser redirects 
the reader to strategies and codes created within the work to guide the reader/
viewer’s cognition of meaning, Hans Robert Jauss (1982) situates a work within 
“horizons of expectations,” the context of cultural meanings at the time of pro-
duction and the changing contexts of its historical readers.16
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Reception continues to be relevant in directions initiated by the German 
theorists who transferred our focus from text to reader.17 Challenged by the 
poststructuralist accusation of “affective fallacy,” which argued that the meaning 
of a work was not to be confused with its affect, Stanley Fish, for example, moved 
his responsive individual reader into an “interpretive community” of readers who 
share theoretical approaches to meaning.18 However, the issue appears to have 
been more usefully addressed by Jauss’s concept of understanding and interpreta-
tion by expanding the reader’s focus to a mediation between historical “horizons 
of expectation” and those of the present.19 At the moment, reception theory 
stands at the root of the critical division between poststructuralist historicism that 
centers on the past without referencing the present and phenomenology’s focus 
on the here and now.

Phenomenology is a philosophy that positions the ultimate source of all 
meaning in the lived experience of human beings. Centered on the structures of 
experience, cognitive and perceptive inquiry explores consciousness, imagination, 
emotion, desire, embodied action, and the situatedness of the human subject in 
society and history.20 Most important for the study of medieval visual narrative is 
phenomenology’s fundamental premise that works of art are mediators between 
the consciousness of both artist and viewer as they explore aspects of the “being” 
of humans and their worlds.21 In the words of Maurice Merleau‐Ponty, “The joy 
of art lies in showing how something takes on meaning.” His Phenomenology of 
Perception still remains at the center of our interest in the intersection of art and 
theory.22 In his primary framework of perceptual experience, Merleau‐Ponty 
situates consciousness in the body. At the same time, the inevitable situatedness 
of human existence and the ambiguities of the lived world must be recognized as 
inherent factors both in history and in the present.

Notwithstanding current attempts to include the visual arts within the parameters 
of revisionist narratologies, variously called transmedial, transgeneric, and inter-
disciplinary,23 it remains to be seen whether such efforts will be perceived by art 
historians as an opportunity to expand our horizons, a stifling imposition of theo-
retical limitations, or simply irrelevant. Most recently, however, an important next 
move has been taken by medievalist art historian Stuart Whatling.24 Building upon 
concepts and strategies drawn from both art history and narrative theory, including 
poststructuralism, he has formulated a narratology specifically and directly addressed  
to medieval art historians. In a large number of case studies, Whatling then demon-
strates how his ambitious but accessible approach to visual narrative functions 
within a wide range of medieval images in different times, places, and media.

Case Studies

Turning now from theory to realities of perceptual and cognitive exploration 
and analysis, the ensuing discourse will offer case studies intended to explain and 
demonstrate the workings of medieval narrative in light of what we can usefully 
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incorporate from narratology. We shall also confront the challenging problems 
and critical gaps in expertise that inevitably arise in interdisciplinary studies. 
Our analytical parameters shall be expanded to include the interpenetration of 
the sacred and profane, as well as gender, materiality, and performance. Within 
the distinctive parameters of the visual arts, media play a crucial role in the ways 
in which narrative imagery is created and perceived. Thus our investigation will 
not be limited to two‐dimensional representations but also engage narratives in 
fourteenth‐century ivory.

As a segue, I would like to begin by raising the still unanswered question, 
“What is pictorial narrative?” – and at the same time to respond to the uncer-
tainties aroused by the recent impulse to search for narrative in every image we 
encounter.25 Before considering definitions, we should reaffirm the indispensable 
role of the viewer, both past and present, as our founding premise. In contrast to 
the reader of texts, the viewer becomes more actively but less controllably com-
plicit with the artist in constructing a narrative, as well as creating meaning, as 
he/she attempts to fill the inevitable gaps in the indeterminate visual narrative.26 
Consequently, the perceptual and cognitive processes of both artist and viewer 
are directly involved in every aspect of the “story.”

In response to the question of definition, the most useful answer can best be 
framed in terms of criteria. Indeed, the most flexible and accessible definition 
of narrative that could accommodate both images and text can be found in the 
list of basic elements “that most definitions of narrativity share” formulated by 
Whatling:27

TIME – The most fundamental characteristic of narrative. A diachronic narrative 
involves at least two chronologically distinct moments or events.

EVENT/CHANGE – If time passes, something must change.
CAUSE/PLOT  –  Changes or events are the consequence of other events or 

actions. The interaction of events into causal chain constitutes a plot.
DIFFERENTIATION  –  Narrative describes a particular or separate series of 

events.
INTENTION – Characters do not act at random but have particular intentions, 

based on beliefs, values, or expectations.
REFERENCE – Story must relate to the reality experienced by a character and/

or a viewer, which can be physical, intellectual or spiritual.

Other aspects of narrative will be discussed within the context of the following 
analyses.

The Historiated Initial of Guda

I shall begin with a work that might seem an unpromising example of narrative, 
long regarded as a static, iconic image, the self‐portrait of Guda within an historiated 
initial (fig. 6-1).
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In the late eleventh century, the large decorated and often inhabited initial 
had become a fusion of figure and ornament, a “stage for action” – the letter 
was transformed into an “historiated initial.”28 In a sudden dynamic impulse 
toward pictorial expression, the initial becomes a frame for narrative pictures.29 
At the same time, scribes and artists expand and exploit the powerful potential 
of imaging and imagining writing as presence.30 As Cynthia Hahn concludes, 
they “enthusiastically transferred the burden of animation to the reader, requiring 
him or her to recognize a living reality in words by constructing a mental reality 
through reading and viewing letters.”31 From its inception, the historiated initial 
was intended to embody many aspects that involve the reception processes of 
the medieval viewer.32 It is now our task to recognize the various concrete visual 
strategies created by scribes and artists to engage the viewer’s memory and imag-
ination in attempting to understand the meaning of the image.

Dating from the second half of the twelfth century, the familiar, charming but 
mysteriously provocative self‐portrait of the German nun Guda inhabits an histori-
ated initial.33 Although she identifies herself as both scribe and artist (GUDA 
peccatrix mulier scripsit quae pinxit hunc librum), she does not hold the pen, 

Figure 6-1  Historiated Initial of Guda. Source: Goethe‐Universitat Frankfurt am Main.
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scraper, or brush that almost always serve as markers to identify her male coun-
terparts.34 However, with rare exceptions, there seem to be no representations of 
women writing before 1400.35 Clearly this is not a question of literacy; pictures of 
women reading are ubiquitous in medieval manuscripts.36 It was not unusual for 
daughters in aristocratic families to be taught to read some Latin as well as vernac-
ular texts as they were groomed for eventual religious life as nuns or canonesses.37

Contrary to the conventional location of the pictured scribe and painter at the 
beginning of the manuscript, Guda delays her appearance to the middle of this 
large collection of sermons, just as she commands the center of the large deco-
rated letter that dominates the page. Within a circle inscribed with her name, she 
turns toward the viewer and gestures with both arms raised. The image is config-
ured to resemble a twelfth‐century episcopal seal, which in turn responds exactly to 
the function of validating the document to which the seal is affixed.38

The inscription itself takes the form of a phylactery embodying words pro-
nounced by Guda, further underlining the authority of the statement being made 
by the image as a whole.39 Most important, her declaration directs the viewer 
toward a perception not immediately apparent in the picture itself.40 First and 
foremost, written in capital letters, is her name, then and now a powerful sign 
of identity. Guda is a real person who addresses her reader‐viewer in the “real” 
world of the artist‐narrator as the singular source of information. She conventionally 
describes herself and her work in the more distanced third person with perceptual 
and conceptual powers, which would be narratively termed as “omniscient.”41 As 
we shall see, Guda can travel freely in space and time, as well as perceive and describe 
the inner consciousness of her own person. She is no longer merely a scribe but, in 
her “real” role of artist‐narrator, she is an author. In the affective terms of Peter the 
Venerable, “Writing is a work of the hand, but composing is a work of the heart.”42

Guda’s self‐representation embodies the new humanism of the twelfth 
century.43 The abstract and impersonal are brought into touch with the 
subjective. As she speaks in propria persona and situates herself at the center 
of her creation, Guda performs acts of human identification and control over 
the works of the hand and mind.44 The artist’s self‐incorporation in her work 
creates a “frame of reference that is immediate and alive.”45 At first glance, 
Guda’s stability and isolation seem to resemble the timeless character of an 
iconic jamb figure in a contemporary French Gothic portal. However, her body 
is turning slightly to the left in counterpoint to the unfurling scroll. The long 
curving narrow band suddenly sprouts unfurling tendrils that draw the attention 
of the viewer to a series of tilting axes formed by Guda’s huge hands, which in 
turn disrupt the delicate balance formed by her vertical body and the horizontal 
lines running across the stem and outward curve of the letter D, left to right. 
Before our eyes the historiated initial transforms itself into an active world of 
movement and change. The monoscenic narrative is thus revealed by a “pregnant 
moment,” an action or event in the life of our singular character.46

In opposition to the steadying gesture of Guda’s left hand closing around the 
scroll, the transitory nature of the image as a whole shifts to her other hand as she 
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raises her open palm in front of her heart. Her gesture, poised in the exact center 
of the initial, will function as the cognitive hub of the narrative. The open palm 
most frequently functions as a gesture of affirmation made in relation to a superior 
being, in this instance God, in the presence of a manifestation of his power.47 The 
model and origin of this human gesture was the hand of God, dextera domini. For 
example, the image is celebrated on the first folio of the sumptuously illuminated 
Ottonian Codex of Uta in the gold Hand of God commanding from the heavens 
the skies, oceans, and earth below.48 Jean‐Claude Schmitt astutely suggests that 
the iconic gesture was intended to signify that, “in this case, divine power is not a 
matter of celestial heights, but is in this work here below.”49

Saturated with meaning, Guda’s powerful gesture encourages the medieval 
reader‐viewer toward further interpretation. The Latin word for “flat hand” (pal-
ma) denotes “victory prize” or “palm.”50 As we note that the scroll held in her 
other hand is sprouting foliage, it now becomes clear that Guda is holding a cele-
bratory wreath (corona triumphalis).51 We are further informed by the rubric title 
that the subject of the sermon is David’s victory over Goliath. Through God’s 
intervention, the intended human sacrifice triumphs over the evil pagan giant.52 
However, it should also be noted that the circle of Guda’s wreath is incomplete.

As we find ourselves drawn into Guda’s constructed world, we are guided by 
a number of signs and symbols, a textual inscription, a semantic enclave within 
an image consisting of signs from another semiotic system. Words have been lit-
erally pulled into the vortex of the image by Guda herself and punctuated by her 
own body – head, hand, and legs. The text scroll begins with the conventional 
iconic sign, her name GUDA, interrupted by another iconic sign, the image of 
her face. Her eyes are aligned with the succession of words inscribed in rubric on 
the banderole. Continuing the texted message, she describes herself as a “sinful 
woman (peccatrix mulier).” Guda grasps the scroll with her left hand, breaking 
the word “mu‐lier”; her left forearm and extended right thumb form a broken 
diagonal trajectory, leading the viewer’s eye to the outline of her pudendum, the 
most distinctive vector of her gender, made visible beneath the drapery clinging 
to her heavily outlined upper thighs. Although the epithet peccatrix mulier was 
a conventional self‐description used by noblewomen, Guda probably intended a 
more literal meaning as well as a signifier of her superior social status.53

Lastly, but most significant, her legs are tightly pulled together forming a line 
that initiates the vertical axis that runs upward through her body, and at the same 
time breaks the text between “wrote and painted (scripsit et pinxit)” and “this 
book (hunc librum).” The rest of her body is hidden. As she literally embodies 
the central event of the narrative, Guda begins to rise within a space, distinctly 
marked off in dark green, between the lower curve of the initial itself and the 
speech scroll that curves behind her. The ascending figure passes in front of a 
dark blue circular realm that is perceived to recede behind her. Although Guda 
has not yet reached her goal, the promise of success is revealed as the pale green 
drapery of her veil breaks the horizon. Above the heavy darkness of the green and 
blue spaces (earth and sky) she leaves behind, we perceive a golden space within 
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the initial as if it were advancing toward our gaze with the brilliance of sunlight. 
Ultimately, she emerges from the surface of the folio upon which we recognize 
the work she has done. She moves from the vellum (“skin”) folio, thus shedding 
the “flesh” of the “sinful woman,” and signals her victory with her open palm as 
she begins to raise her “palm branch.”54 In the words of an anonymous Cistercian 
monk, “In the gesture of the body, my dear sister, is shown the soul.”55

Guda is now protected within a safe refuge, enclosed in the center of the initial’s 
multiple frames, using the same strategy represented by a small rabbit hiding from 
a huge predator within a similar historiated initial on an earlier folio. Our heroine, 
however, places herself at the center of the letter D, “Dominus deus,” metaphorically 
within the presence of God. In addition, she expands the metaphor as her upright 
body and scroll mimic the letter D, reinforcing her imagined spiritual experience 
of proximity to the divine.56 As we move one step further into medieval world of 
nuns, the viewer would probably recall the sacred referent for the entire image – the 
Assumption of the Virgin, her ultimate role model. In case this particular image failed 
to appear in the viewer’s stock of cognitive frames, Guda produces an example on a 
later folio (fig. 6-2) in an historiated initial that replicates her self‐portrait almost 
exactly, except for the inscription “Maria virgo.” Since her speech is contained in the 
accompanying sermon, her scroll is left blank; unlike Guda who is still rooted on 
earth, Mary’s feet are suspended in mid‐air.

Figure 6-2  Assumption of the Virgin. Historiated Initial. Sermons. Frankfurt am Main: 
Universitätsbibliothek Johann Christian Senckenberg, Ms Barth 42, for. 196.
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We have just outlined the mimed performance of a spiritual journey from earth 
to heaven, as it would have been perceived in the twelfth century by one or 
several among the most likely readers of the sermons in Guda’s book – her convent 
sisters.57 They would also have been able to view the whole of her story by filling 
in a critical gap between two events, past and present, as well as recognize them 
as a temporal sequence of cause and effect. The causal event is the physical writing 
of the book text itself. Female scribes were generally not depicted writing nor 
did they identify themselves. Writing was regarded as literally a required manual 
labor for monks and nuns, considered as drudgery by many and often imposed as 
a penance.58 The task would have been considered particularly onerous for a nun 
who was born and educated as a noblewoman. Guda’s textual announcement of 
her work, although stated in past tense, refers to an ongoing task that she believes 
will earn her way to salvation.59 The image is a declaration of aspiration and hope. 
This would then explain why she delayed the appearance until halfway into the 
book. It was necessary to give concrete evidence of extended hard labor. Her self‐
portrait thus documents a moment of progressing accomplishment in her present 
feeling of spiritual elevation as she earns redemption. With the passing of time, 
Guda herself is experiencing change.

Approaching the same image from another perspective of narrative analysis, we 
see frames and colors marking distinctive existential spaces and times, realms of 
being. Within the context of the narrative, the two texted frames, the enlarged 
decorated initial D and the conventional prosopopoeic inscribed scroll have one 
function – to guide and enable interpretation.60 Indeed, the paratext of the scroll’s 
message preconditions the viewer’s response.61 As Guda transgresses the diegetic 
scroll three times, she transitions four ontological levels – the page (the viewer’s 
world we share and from which she can address us), earth, sky, and heaven. Most 
important, both transitions are paradoxical, thus triggering the viewer’s reflections 
on the boundaries between different realms of reality.

The singular leading character has initiated two distinct actions but at different 
times, past and present. Here we observe an example of analepsis when Guda, the 
author, needed to refer to what she had done to explain what is happening in the 
present.62 In this case, the flash‐back functions as a cue to the viewer to think about 
the inevitability of a particular outcome. In terms of focalization, we see everything 
exclusively from Guda’s point of view – she restricts our perspective and orients nar-
rative information to her own experience, knowledge, and imagination.63 Her trans-
gression of different ontological levels (metalepsis) “derails the automatic processes 
of perception and forces the viewer into a more active mode of perception.”64 The 
scribe‐artist’s open palm creates a special relationship between Guda and her image, 
in which she depicts herself and her own story, mise‐en‐abyme.65 Guda appropri-
ates this self‐reflexive strategy from author portraits to mark the image as a potent 
autobiographical scene explaining the purpose of its existence. Since the isolated 
scene serves to summarize the moral character of the story, we can also define it 
as a “denarrated,” epitomic image, what Richard Brilliant has termed a “reductive 
epitome.”66 Nonetheless, what we have seen and read is my story of Guda’s story.
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Aristotle and Phyllis with Pyramus and Thisbe in Performance

Along with the fabliau of Aristotle’s humiliation by Alexander’s lover, Phyllis, the 
tale of the doomed lovers Pyramus and Thisbe ranked among the most popular 
medieval narratives from the twelfth century on.67 The stories appear in adja-
cent panels on an early fourteenth‐century ivory box, now in the Metropolitan 
Museum (fig.  6-3).68 Constructed of multiple frames embracing many isolated 
scenes, the casket itself plays a critical role in shaping the narrative; it embodies a 
nexus of deeply sensuous and powerfully gendered experiences.69 Covered with 
exquisitely carved representations of courtly love, this luxurious object was clearly 
an expression of aristocratic wealth and power. Its exclusive “audience” consisted 
of one noblewoman, the owner of the box.

The Metropolitan ivory object is the largest surviving example of what are now 
known as composite caskets (coffrets composites), identified as gifts from a man to a 
woman in connection with the rituals of marriage.70 The caskets are almost invari-
ably interpreted as a nobleman’s expression of love.71 However, the conventional 
imagery carved in pre‐set ensembles does not pretend to disguise intended mes-
sages relating to the actual economic, social, and political demands upon the four-
teenth‐century bride.72 Notwithstanding its entertaining fairy‐tale surfaces, misog-
yny lies at the core of this charming discourse of courtly love.73 The imagery we 
shall explore creates a forceful diorama of deceit, violence, and death awaiting the 
transgressors who pursue the fabled pleasures of “courtly love” against the rules 
of dominance and submission that prevail in the real world of wealth and power.

In its functional role of protecting jewels and other treasures, as well as pro-
claiming the overall theme of the casket’s narrative contents,74 the lid (fig. 6-4) 

Figure 6-3  Ivory Casket. Source: The Metropolitan Museum of Art.
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first demands our attention. We are immediately invited to take our places 
opposite the spectators in the central balcony, overlooking the interior courtyard 
of the Castle of Love.75 Performing on center stage, two mounted knights joust 
in full battle armor, running at each other with blunted lances, as each attempts 
to unhorse his opponent.76 In the flanking panels representing the outer walls 
and towers, the castle is being assaulted by knights clambering up its crenel-
lated fortifications. On the right, although they are equipped with ladder and 
trébuchet, the only ammunition consists of the roses being thrown down by the 
ladies and courtiers from above.77 On the left, the modern reconstructed figure of 
the crowned God of Love (who now thrusts a sword into the heart of a knight) 
was more likely shooting an arrow.78 Vigorously enacted simultaneously on medi-
eval double‐ and triple‐tiered stages,79 this prodigious orchestration of imagery 
appears on the cover of every surviving composite casket.

Obviously, despite its many images of action in progress, the lid has nothing 
directly to do with narrative. But we remain involved as we vicariously touch 
as well as take a closer look at the incessant bodily movement erupting in fro-
zen episodes over its entire surface.80 Almost every hand is touching someone 
or something, from the knights gripping their lances to the couple embracing 
on the back of a horse. As courtly nobles gesture in conversation and touch the 
smooth fabric draped over the balcony, the queen pets the soft fur of her little 
dog; a falcon perches on a young man’s fist, protectively covered under its sharp 
talons. The deeply undercut and subtly modeled ivory bodies, drapery, foliage, 
weapons, walls, and towers take possession of their surrounding spaces as if they 
were carved in the round, brightly lit from the front and creating dark pockets 

Figure 6-4  Lid, Assault on the Castle of Love. Source: The Metropolitan Museum of Art.



158 	 S u z a n n e  L e w i s

of shadows all around them. The hooded elfin figures blowing their horns are 
tucked into the corners beneath the protruding edge of the balcony, just as the 
embracing couple in the left panel recede beneath a bridge over the moat.

During the brief intermission that follows, we might ask what kind of perspec-
tive and expectations have we been given that might serve as a meaningful frame 
within which we can experience and interpret the “acts” that follow? Obviously, 
there are more “games” to be played. But we have seen two very different realms 
of behavior, separated by high barriers that mark the frontiers between incompat-
ible albeit noble worlds.81 Pictured in the central panels is an enclosed realm of 
equilibrium, constrained by strict rules of behavior and ethics. Beyond the walls, 
literally outside, chaos reigns in the uninhibited pursuit of sexual gratification.82 
Keeping in mind this encompassing notion of difference and potential conflict, 
we are now prepared for the heavily nuanced stories that follow. All four sides of 
the box are covered by a series of small framed panels, each inhabited by single 
dramatic episodes drawn from fables of courtly love. They form a kaleidoscopic 
parade of “stills” that unfold like a film running on a marquee from left to right 
on the lower surfaces of the box. Together with the lid, they function as a façade 
encasing the inner container that guards the “real” treasure.

Curtains open theatrically upon the first scene (fig. 6-5) in which we encounter 
a popular but paradoxical narrative strategy. Based on the assumption that the 
medieval viewer knows it well, the story is compressed into two emblematic images 
that focus primarily on meaning.83 The familiar characters of Aristotle and his 
student, Alexander, are seated en face as they each gesture upward with one hand 
and downward with the other  –  a signal that reveals a moment of conflict and 
duplicity.84 The imposing philosopher raises his forefinger as he reprimands the 
young ruler for his unseemly amorous affair with Phyllis, for whom the old man 
also lusts. Alexander raises one hand in acquiescence, but the other hand tightly 
clutches his gloves, making a gesture of sexual innuendo under the table.85 As an 
overt gesture of royal arrogance, his crossed leg signals the end of the meeting.

Figure 6-5  Front Panels, Ivory Casket. Source: The Metropolitan Museum of Art.
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Parallel visual trajectories lead our eyes downward into the right lower corner to 
the next panel, where analogous falling movements meet. There, as prearranged 
by the lovers, Alexander leans over the castle wall to observe a spectacle. He holds 
his flattened palm over his mentor’s bared head in open rejection of Aristotle’s 
earlier gesture of disapproval. On the street below, the smitten sage carries out his 
promise to allow Phyllis to ride on his back like a horse in return for her promise 
of sexual favors.86 Intent on enjoying the humiliation of a great and famous 
philosopher, with no intention to fulfill her side of the bargain, she holds the reins 
and goads him on. Either by mistake or clever ploy, instead of a whip, she holds 
the tip of a lion’s tail belonging to the huge beast in the next frame. Propelled by 
its blatant phallic reference, the extended appendage provides a tangible link with 
the next tableau. In the land of Eros, youth triumphs over old age and its foolish 
attempt at transgression.

Unlike the medieval story of Aristotle and Phyllis, the fabula of Pyramus and 
Thisbe has a traceable history from its ancient origin to its late medieval transfor-
mation into theatrical performance. Based on Ovid’s Latin poem of ill‐fated love 
in his Metamorphoses, the tale of Pyramus and Thisbe was known in the Middle 
Ages primarily in vernacular adaptations.87 Among the first was the Old French 
version, “translated” by an unknown Norman poet around 1160, followed by 
several variations that collectively transformed the Roman myth into romance.88 
By the early fourteenth century, when the Metropolitan ivory casket was made, 
Piramus et Tisbé had become an enormously popular theatrical performance. In 
form and content, the fabula had been transformed into the same dramatic genre 
of intensely dramatic moments previously enacted by Aristotle and Phyllis.89

At the same time, we recognize a distinctive resonance of Ovid’s presence 
that pervades the entire sequence of moving tableaux. The medieval ivory 
carver’s genius has been fully infused with the Roman poet’s sensitivity to the 
basic human realities inherent in mythical narrative.90 Within his extraordinary 
concoctions of sentiment and eroticism, small but meaningful details evoke 
both literal and emotional feeling for the human actors entangled in love’s 
treacherous traps. Abrupt juxtapositions of the theatrical acts, fragmented into 
emblematic moments recreate Ovid’s rapid shifts in time and emotion. Twelfth‐
century performances were similarly interrupted by the alternation of prose 
spoken offstage by a narrator‐presenter and rhymed sequences sung or recited 
by the actors onstage.91

The late medieval rendition of Piramus et Tisbé surprisingly retains the dramatic 
tension of Ovid’s polished erotic interplay between undisguised human emo-
tion and sophisticated cynicism. Appearing in the right panels on the front 
of the Metropolitan box, the story replaces the usual depiction of the Fountain 
of Youth.92 In its place we see the tragic end of two reckless, naive young lovers 
who have made a pact to run away separately and meet outside the city walls at a 
designated place marked by a tomb, a fountain, and a mulberry tree. Separated by 
their parents as children in love and then forbidden to marry, the adolescent pair 
continued to communicate through a crack discovered by Thisbe in the common 
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wall between their houses. Long suffering the pangs of frustrated desire, she and 
Pyramus agree to consummate their love in the darkness of a marginal unpro-
tected space between the city walls and wilderness.

The drama begins abruptly in medias res: we witness only two of the last 
three episodes.93 In the first panel, Thisbe, as the instigating force behind the 
tryst, arrives first. Instead of Pyramus, she encounters a lion with his mouth still 
bloodied by the torn, devoured bodies of a whole flock of sheep. Taking refuge 
in an almond tree, Thisbe discovers the huge beast now biting and clawing 
her veil, which had fallen during her escape. Ovid’s lioness has been replaced 
by a male lion that frequently serves as a symbol of fierce virility. Faced with 
this striking shift in gender, the viewer is urged to perceive the powerful beast 
as embodying the immanent presence of Pyramus whose desperate desire has 
driven him to fantasies of taking his beloved by force.94

Encouraged by the physical link made by the lion’s sexually charged tail with 
Aristotle’s body, the viewer is prepared to observe a number of visual analogies.95 
We perceive parallels between figures of Thisbe and Alexander as they both lean 
forward, gripping respectively a tree trunk and the sharp corner of the crenellated 
wall. Their identical high places mark them as dominant, controlling forces. 
In the lower spaces of the central panels, the lion and “horse” turn in opposite 
directions, causing their rear ends to almost meet in a ludicrous heraldic bump. 
Aristotle bites on the hard bit and grabs rough stones, while the lion sniffs 
Thisbe’s scent and tastes her soft veil, which he embraces in his clawed paws.

We are clearly faced with serious contrasts between two different worlds. 
Within the protective confines of civilization, the cost of Aristotle’s foolishness 
is only his loss of dignity and respect, whereas, in the ungovernable wilderness 
outside, Thisbe risks losing her life.96 And perhaps, in her imagination or only 
on a metaphorical level, she is losing something in reality more valuable – her 
virginity.97 She pulls the phallic tree trunk to her body, creating an open vaginal 
space into which she moves her hand in a gesture of acceptance; below, the lion 
bloodies her lost veil.

The subsequent episode has been intentionally deleted for greater dramatic 
effect. But the audience is called upon to remember that, after Thisbe has safely 
escaped and is seeking return to the fountain, Pyramus finds her stained veil and 
hastily assumes she has been devoured. Unable to face another moment without 
her, our hero impulsively impales himself on his sword. In the last scene, we dis-
cover the tomb, fountain, and mulberry tree, knowing that its immature white 
fruit has suddenly ripened to a deep dark red. Beneath its leafy canopy, Thisbe 
has joined her lover in suicide.98 Their eyes already closed, blinded by love and 
now by death, the couple are physically united in a last instant captured before 
their fatal end. Thisbe bends her pierced body over the falling almost lifeless form 
of Pyramus. She touchingly embraces him; her hands fall limp over his body. 
Pyramus still holds the hilt of his sword steady with one hand, while the other 
hand drops, with fingers faintly spread as if reaching to touch his lover for the last 
time – his arms are empty.
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Death forces the lovers to exit both worlds of reality and make‐believe. 
As Pyramus strides offstage, apparently with Thisbe on his back, the viewer looks 
back to the analogous gait of Aristotle as he carries Phyllis on his back, moving 
in the opposite direction. We immediately recognize the transgressive topos of the 
Woman on Top. With our eyes now encompassing the ensemble of four panels in 
retrospect, we see through the charming beauty of the entertaining fairytale per-
formances and recognize the cruel threats of painful and even fatal loss awaiting 
those who overstep boundaries and disobey rules.99 Although we have enjoyed 
the comic and then titillating tragic performances staged within a medieval the-
ater, we realize that its fictions are merely subjective extensions of human reality 
on earth. The owner of the elegant ivory box would always be reminded of 
forbidding walls that both protect and control.

As they appear inside a book and on the outer ivory casing of a box, the subjects 
of our case studies have centered on small images, both religious and secular. 
Although the narrative of Guda is concentrated in a single female figure, the 
interacting theatrical performances of Alexander, Aristotle, and Phyllis with Pyra-
mus and Thisbe, as well as the figures on the lid, involve many of both genders. 
The twelfth‐century story of Guda unfolds as an ongoing spiritual transformation 
happening in the present and over time into the future. The late medieval ivory 
panels freeze‐frame past moments from legend and myth.

Guda was a living person, whereas the later carved actors portrayed char-
acters who were either imagined or deceased but revived within the time and 
place of a fourteenth‐century audience. Nevertheless, all the narrative figures 
communicate with us through body language and hand gestures that can still 
be clearly understood in physical and subjective terms. In both instances, how-
ever, the images make heavy demands upon both medieval and present viewers. 
Without our ongoing, active participation, these narratives would be meaning-
less. Indeed, our direct or imagined sensory contact with textures of drapery, 
hair, fur, and flesh, enables us to experience a more intimate encounter with 
the represented personae. We have a deeper, more probing understanding of 
what we “see.” Thus, for example, we are encouraged to see through Aristotle’s 
posturing and Alexander’s guile as we observe each one pointedly touching an 
object, a book on the table and a gauntlet beneath, each signifying its owner’s 
authoritative power.

Rather than being presented in an easily parsed series of continuous situations 
and acts, every narrative we have explored is a dense concentration of human 
experiences within one or two frames. The viewer is challenged to make continuous 
connections, unraveling not only the complex interplay of looks, gestures, objects, 
and movements, and at the same time remembering significant but invisible past 
events, situations, and associations. We must become deeply involved. Inspired 
by phenomenology and reception theory within the expanded “intermedial” 
(interdisciplinary) currents of narratology, we find ourselves probing the inner 
thoughts, beliefs, feelings, and emotions of our own humanity in our current 
analytic approaches to medieval visual narrative.



162 	 S u z a n n e  L e w i s

Notes

1	 Whatling, “Narrative Art,” p. 1/5. [See also the entirely different essay on narrative 
in the first edition of this volume, ed.]

2	 For example, Wolf, “Pictorial Narrativity,” pp. 431–435.
3	 Elkins, Object, pp. 11–12.
4	 Kemp, “Narrative,” p. 69.
5	 Camille, “Seeing and Reading,” pp. 26–49.
6	 Mitchell, “Word and Image,” pp. 47–57.
7	 Lewis, Reading Images, explores this concept of “seeing” in the creative collabora-

tion between the reader‐viewer and the dynamic pictorial strategies. More recent, 
exemplary considerations of this issue appear in Sears and Thomas, ed., Reading 
Medieval Images. Also Bal, Reader, pp. 289–312.

8	 Phelan, “Narrative,” on the intimidating “Terminological Beastie,” p. 283.
9	 Holly, Past Looking, pp. 170–208, still offers a welcome guide.

10	 Bann, “Meaning,” pp. 87–100.
11	 Fludernik, “Experientiality,” p. 155; Caracciolo, “Experientiality,” pp. 1–4.
12	 Areford, “Reception,” p. 74.
13	 Caviness, “Reception,” pp. 65–85.
14	 Eagleton, Literary Theory, pp. 47–58. On “narrative worldmaking,” see Herman, 

“Reception,” pp. 150–154.
15	 Iser, Act of Reading; Barthes, Pleasure of the Text.
16	 Jauss, Reception; Eagleton, Literary Theory, pp. 67–72; also Lewis, Reading Images, 

pp. 45–53, on Jauss’s Rezeptionsästhetik.
17	 Holub, Reception, p. 154; also Goldstein, “Reader‐Response.”
18	 Fish, Text in This Class? Also Freund, Return of the Reader.
19	 Jauss, Question and Answer.
20	 Sokowlowski, Introduction to Phenomenology.
21	 Parry, Art and Phenomenology; Crowther, Phenomenology.
22	 Merleau‐Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception; Sense and Non‐Sense; The Merleau‐Ponty 

Aesthetics Reader. In his last, incomplete work, Visible and the Invisible, Merleau‐Ponty 
deepens his concepts of the relationship between sensory perception and idea.

23	 Fludernik and Olson, Current Trends, pp. 1–33; Fludernik, “Natural” Narratology. 
Wolf, “Narrative,” pp. 180–197; Ryan, Narrative.

24	 Whatling, “Narrative Art.”
25	 Many thanks to Asa Mittman and Ben Tilghman for suggesting that I raise this issue.
26	 Whatling, “Narrative Art,” pp. 3/4–4/4 on the indeterminacy of narrative images.
27	 Whatling, “Narrative Art,” pp. 1/39–4‐39. Another useful, sensible, but literary, 

definition is offered by Altman, Theory, pp. 1–27.
28	 Pächt, Illumination, pp. 89, 92; Sauerländer, Initialen.
29	 Pächt, Illumination, p. 93. As Hamburger, Script, p. 4, observes, “Ornament plays 

an active role in the creation of sensation and meaning.“
30	 Kendrick, Animating the Letter, pp. 13–18.
31	 Hahn, “Letter,” p. 56.
32	 Hamburger, Script. p. 4.
33	 Frankfurt am Main, Stadt‐ und Universitätsbibliothek, MS Barth. 42, fol. 110v. 

Powitz and Buck, Katalogue, Vol. 3, pt. 2, pp. 84–88.



	N  a r r at i v e ,  N a r r ato lo g y,  a n d   M e a n i n g 	 163

34	 Alexander, “Scribes,” pp. 107–116.
35	 Smith, “Scriba,” p. 29.
36	 Smith, Power, pp. 22–23.
37	 Carr, “Women Artists,” pp. 5–6.
38	 Chassel, “Forms,” p. 204 and fig. 5, Seal of Arnoul, Bishop of Lisieux, 1170.
39	 Curschmann, “Degrees,” p. 89; also Witterkind, “Schriftband,” pp. 343–367.
40	 Heck, “Nouveau statut,” pp. 14–15.
41	 Rivara, “Narratology,” pp. 95–96, 108.
42	 Letters of Peter the Venerable, no. 26, i, p. 48.
43	 Southern, Humanism, p. 87; Morris, Individual.
44	 Stevens, “Performing Self,” p. 208.
45	 Stevens, “Performing Self,” p. 212.
46	 Whatling, “Narrative Art,” p. 26/39; Wallis, “History of Art,” pp. 34–35.
47	 Garnier, Langage, Vol. 1, pp. 171–176.
48	 Codex of Uta, Munich, Staatsbibliothek Clm. 13 601, fol. 1v; Cohen, Uta Codex, 

pp. 27–38.
49	 Schmitt, Raison, p. 110.
50	 As noted by Graf, Bildnisse, p. 44.
51	 Hahn, “Letter,” p. 70, discusses two earlier initials in which the D is similarly trans-

formed into a victorious circular wreath.
52	 “Sermo Sancti Iohannis episcopi de David ubi Goliad humanum hostium [interfecit].” 

The sermon was written by Paul the Deacon (d. 792) for a collection of sermons 
commissioned by Charlemagne. See Wiegand, Homiliarium, Vol. 1, pt. 2, p. 48, II, 
56; Grégoire, Homiliares, pp. 100–101.

53	 Schreiber, Gemeinschaften, p. 117. Guda’s fashionable wide sleeves marked with red 
borders would tend to confirm this. The canoness scribe Guta (sic) displays an exag-
gerated example in the dedication page of the German Guta‐Sintram Codex; Legner, 
Ornamenta, v. 1, p. 245.

54	 Augustine first linked human flesh with vellum skin as he addressed God: “You 
clothed men with skins when by their sin they became mortal. And so you have like 
a skin stretched out the firmament of your book.” Enarrationes in psalmos, 103, 
quoted by Hahn, “Letter,” p. 72.

55	 Schmitt, Raison, pp. 151–152, who quotes the Liber de modo bene vivendi, which had 
been wrongly attributed to Bernard of Clairvaux.

56	 A propos the currency of relevant twelfth‐century topoi, Mariaux, “Claricia?” persua-
sively proposes the imaging of an analogous spiritual transformation of the delightful 
swinging figure of Clarissa in a later folio where, now veiled, she is rising within 
doubled circles in the letter D.

57	 Gertsman, “Spectrum,” in Visualising Medieval Performance, p. 3, emphasizes the 
“various manifestations and meanings of performance within the intricate webbing 
of the somatic and spiritual.” Also Schechner, Performance. On interpretive commu-
nities, Fish, Text in This Class?

58	 Le Goff, Time, pp. 110–112.
59	 Schmitt, “Mort,” p. 23, observes, “In the Middle Ages, numerous images of the 

‘presentation of the self ’ demonstrate the desire to establish an identity and at the 
same time to value its merits with a view to salvation and judgment.”

60	 Wolf, “Introduction,” p. 3.



164 	 S u z a n n e  L e w i s

61	 Genette, Paratexts, pp. 1–15.
62	 Whatling, “Narrative Art,” p. 9/39.
63	 Jahn, “Focalization,” pp. 173–177. The term was formulated by Genette, Narrative, 

pp. 189–194.
64	 Whatling, “Narrative Art,” pp. 1/25–5/25; Wolf, “Metalepsis,” pp. 83–108.
65	 Whatling, “Narrative Art,” pp. 1/15–15/15.
66	 The term epitomic is Watling’s adaptation (p. 38/39, n. 62) of a similar neologism 

first coined by Brilliant, Visual Narratives, p. 52.
67	 As evidence of its longevity through Boccaccio and Shakespeare into our post‐millennial 

century, Sontag’s parody, “Very Comical Lament,” pp. 290–293.
68	 New York, Metropolitan Museum, Ivory Casket, Paris, c.1310–1330, acc. no. 

17.190.173a; front panel, acc. no. 1988.16. 10.9 x 25.3 x 15 cm (see Little, 
“Plaque,” pp. 133–135.) http://metmuseum.org/collection/the‐collection‐online/
search/464125. My focus on ivory and performance was inspired by Anne F. Harris, 
“Narrative,” pp. 47–70. Renewed concerns with gender and materiality were prompted 
by Jennifer Borland, “Immediacy of Objects,” pp. 53–73.

69	 Camille, Art of Love; also Smith, Power, pp. 169–173.
70	 The term was first coined by Koechlin, Ivoires gothiques, Vol. 2, p.381, to describe a 

group of French ivory boxes carved with scenes of courtly love, of which there are 
now nine: New York, Metropolitan Museum of Art; Baltimore, Walters Art Museum, 
71.264; London, British Museum, Dalton 386; London, Victoria and Albert 
Museum, 146.1866; Birmingham, Barber Institute of Fine Arts; Florence, Bargello, 
123c; Kraków, Cathedral Treasury; Paris, Musée de Cluny, Cl. 23 840, acquired in 
2007, and the example in the collection of Lord Gort. See the new, indispensable 
database: http://www.gothicivories.courtauld.ac.uk.

71	 Carns, “Compilatio,” pp. 69–88, interprets the Metropolitan casket as forming a 
“world view of love in which every type of lover and every form of love of present.“

72	 Smith, Power, pp. 172–173. On the formulaic nature of the overall design and its 
components, Ross, “Allegory,” p. 140.

73	 Bloch, “Medieval Misogyny.”
74	 Smith, Power, p. 174; Carns, “Compilatio,” p. 84; Dalton, “Mediaeval Caskets,” pp. 

299–309.
75	 On mimetic performances of the tournament, Wickham, Medieval Theater, 

pp. 151–160. On the iconography of the lid, Wixom, “Eleven Additions,” pp. 110–112; 
Carns, “Compilatio,” pp. 82–83; Smith, Power, pp. 174–179.

76	 Nickel, “Arms,” pp. 521–536; idem, “Games,” pp. 349–350.
77	 On the sexual nature of the scenes and the thinly veiled metaphor of the rose, Lewis, 

“Images of Opening,” pp. 29–311; also Smith, Power, pp. 176–178 and fig.  32, 
draws our attention to the introduction of jousting women on the cover of the 
Walters ivory casket.

78	 Carns, “Compilatio,” p. 82 and fig. 11, cites the casket in the British Museum.
79	 Frank, Medieval French Drama, pp. 163–164.
80	 On the medieval body as lived experience, Lewis, “Medieval Bodies,” pp. 15–29.
81	 On oppositions within levels of society, Corti, “Models,” pp. 339–366.
82	 As Bloch, “Medieval Misogyny,” p. 4, observes, woman as chaos (riote) is a topos in 

medieval literature.
83	 Curschmann, “Myth.” pp. 107–116.



	N  a r r at i v e ,  N a r r ato lo g y,  a n d   M e a n i n g 	 165

84	 Based on Henri d’Andeli, Le lai d’Aristotle. On the narrative images of Aristotle and 
Phyllis the ivory casket in the Walters Art Museum, Harris, “Narrative,” pp. 53–56.

85	 On the “covert expression of libidinal drive” throughout the imagery, Baekeland, 
“Symbolism.”

86	 Johnson, “Women on Top.” On desire and causality in medieval narrative, Vitz, 
Medieval Narrative, pp. 176–212.

87	 Ovid, Metamorphoses 4, 55–166; Kibler, “Piramus et Tisbé.”
88	 Cadot, “Récit mythique.”
89	 Aubailly, “Pyrame et Tisbé.”
90	 Segal, “Narrative Art,” pp. 331–337; on “dual focus” narrative, Altman, Theory, 

pp. 72–98.
91	 Aubailly, “Pyrame,” pp. 1–3.
92	 Smith, Power, pp. 180, 185, and fig. 32.
93	 Aubailly, “Sources,” p. 23. Pyramus’s suicide has been omitted.
94	 Piramus et Tisbé, pp. 18–21.
95	 Carns, “Compilatio,” pp. 71–73.
96	 My interpretation as well as much of what follows is based on Eley’s brilliant reading, 

Piramus et Tisbé, pp. 22–30.
97	 Loss of virginity would prohibit an honorable marriage to a nobleman; Kelly, 

Performing Virginity, pp. 72–43.
98	 In the Middle Ages, suicide was a mortal sin for which there was no absolution. 

However, the word “suicide” did not exist in the Middle Ages; the master‐word was 
“despair,” a breach in social conduct; Murray, Suicide, Vol. 1, p. 12, vol. 2, pp. 369–395; 
Claude Schmitt, “Suicide,” pp. 4–5, 18. Courtly love provided justification in the hope 
for union with the beloved after death; Williamson, “Exercise in Power.”

99	 Medieval viewers were familiar with this moral dichotomy in its twelfth‐century 
formulation by Andreas Cappellanus; Allen, Art of Love, pp. 59–78.

Bibliography

J.J.G. Alexander, “Scribes as Artists: The Arabesque Initial in Twelfth‐Century English 
Manuscripts,” in Medieval Scribes, Manuscripts and Libraries: Essays presented to 
N.R. Ker (London, 1978), pp. 107–116.

Peter L. Allen, The Art of Love: Amatory Fiction (Philadelphia, 1992).
Rick Altman, A Theory of Narrative (New York, 2008).
Andreas Cappellanus, On Love, translated by P.G. Walsh (London, 1982).
David S. Areford, “Reception,” Studies in Iconography, 33 (2012), pp. 73–88.
Jean‐Claude Aubailly, “Aux sources du théâtre: le ’poème’ de Piramus et Tisbé,” Revue des 

langues romanes, 95 (1991), pp. 15–30.
Jean‐Claude Aubailly, “Pyrame et Tisbé au théâtre: légende et idéology,” Fifteenth‐

Century Studies, 18 (1991), pp. 1–15.
Frederick Baekeland, “Two Kinds of Symbolism in a Gothic Ivory Casket,” The Psychoanalytic 

Study of Society, 6 (1975), pp. 20–52.
Mieke Bal, A Mieke Bal Reader (Chicago, 2006).
Stephen Bann, “Meaning and Interpretation,” in Robert S. Nelson and Richard Schiff, 

eds., Critical Terms for Art History (Chicago, 1996), pp. 87–100.



166 	 S u z a n n e  L e w i s

Roland Barthes, The Pleasure of the Text (New York, 1975).
R. Howard Bloch, “Medieval Misogyny,” Representations, 20 (1987), pp. 1–24.
R. Howard Bloch, Medieval Misogyny and the Invention of Western Romantic Love 

(Chicago, 1991).
Jennifer Borland, “The Immediacy of Objects: Reassessing the Contribution of Art History 

to Feminist Medieval Studies,” Medieval Feminist Forum, 44 (2008), pp. 53–73.
Richard Brilliant, Visual Narratives: Storytelling in Etruscan and Roman Art (Ithaca, NY, 

1984).
A.M. Cadot, “Du récit mythique au roman: étude sur Piramus et Tisbé,” Romania, 97 

(1976), pp. 433–461.
Michael Camille, The Medieval Art of Love: Objects and Subjects of Desire (New York, 

1998).
Michael Camille, “Seeing and Reading: Some Visual Implications of Medieval Literacy 

and Illiteracy,” Art History, 8 (1985), pp. 26–49.
Marco Caracciolo, “Experientiality,” Living Handbook of Narratology, online at http://

www.lhn.uni‐hamburg.de/article/experientiality, accessed 24 August 2018.
Paula May Carns, “Compilatio in Ivory: The Composite Casket in the Metropolitan 

Museum,” Gesta, 44 (2005), pp. 69–88.
Annemarie Weyl Carr, “Women Artists in the Middle Ages,” The Feminist Art Journal, 5 

(1976), pp. 5–9.
Madeline Harrison Caviness, “Reception of Images by Medieval Viewers,” in Conrad 

Rudolph, ed., A Companion to Medieval Art (Malden, MA, 2006), pp. 65–85.
Jean‐Luc Chassel, “Forms et fonctions des inscriptions sigillaires,” in Christian Heck, 

ed., Qu’est‐ce que nommer? L’image légendée entre monde monastique et pensée scolastique 
(Turnhout, 2010), pp. 201–218.

Adam S. Cohen, The Uta Codex: Art, Philosophy, and Reform in Eleventh‐Century 
Germany (University Park, PA, 2000).

Maria Corti, “Models and Antimodels in Medieval Culture,” New Literary History, 10 
(1979), pp. 339–366.

Paul Crowther, Phenomenology of the Visual Arts (even the frame) (Stanford, 2009).
Michael Curschmann, “Degrees of Meaning and Degrees of Viewer Participation: 

Inscribed Imagery in Twelfth‐Century Manuscripts,” in Christian Heck, ed., Qu’est‐ce 
que nommer? L’Iimage légendée entre monde monastique et pensée scolastique (Turnhout, 
2010), pp. 89–100.

Michael Curschmann, “From Myth to Emblem to Panorama,” in Jutta Eming et al., eds., 
Visuality and Materiality in the Story of Tristan and Isolde (Notre Dame, 2012), pp. 107–116.

O.M. Dalton, “Two Mediaeval Caskets with Subject from Romance,” Burlington Magazine, 
5 (1904), pp. 299–309.

Terry Eagleton, Literary Theory, 2nd edn. (Malden, MA, 2008).
James Elkins, The Object Stares Back: On the Nature of Seeing (San Diego, 1996).
Stanley Fish, Is There a Text in This Class? The Authority of Interpretive Communities 

(Cambridge, MA, 1980).
Monika Fludernik, “Experientiality,” in David Herman et al., eds., Routledge Encyclopedia 

of Narrative Theory (Abingdon, 2005), p. 155.
Monika Fludernik, Towards a “Natural” Narratology (London, 1996).
Monika Fludernik and Greta Olson, eds., Current Trends in Narratology (Berlin, 2011).
Grace Frank, The Medieval French Drama (Oxford, 1954).



	N  a r r at i v e ,  N a r r ato lo g y,  a n d   M e a n i n g 	 167

Elizabeth Freund, The Return of the Reader: Reader‐Response Criticism (London, 1987).
François Garnier, Le langage de l’image au moyen âge, 2 vols. (Paris, 1982).
Gérard Genette, Narrative Discourse: Thresholds of Interpretation (Oxford, 1980).
Gérard Genette, Paratexts: Thresholds of Interpretation (Cambridge, 1997).
Elina Gertsman, Visualizing Medieval Performance (Aldershot, 2008).
Philip Goldstein, “Reader‐Response Theory and Criticism,” in Michael Groden and Mark 

Krieswirth, eds., The Johns Hopkins Guide to Literary Theory and Criticism, 2nd edn. 
(Baltimore, 2005), pp. 606–609.

Katrin Graf, Bildnisse schreibender Frauen im Mittelalter 9. bis Anfang 13. Jahrhundert 
(Basel, 2002).

Réginald Grégoire, Les homiliares du moyen âge (Rome, 1966).
Michael Groden et al., eds., The Johns Hopkins Guide to Literary Theory and Criticism, 2nd 

edn. (Baltimore, 2005).
Cynthia Hahn, “Letter and Spirit: The Power of the Letter, the Enlivenment of the Word 

in Medieval Art,” in Marija Dalbello and Mary Lewis Shaw, eds., Visible Writings, 
Culture, Forms, Readings (New Brunswick, NJ, 2011), pp. 55–76.

Jeffrey F. Hamburger, Script as Image (Paris, 2014).
Anne F. Harris, “Narrative,” Studies in Iconography, 33 (2012), pp. 47–70.
Christian Heck, “Un nouveau statut de la parole? L’Image légendée entre énoncé, 

commentaire, et parole émise,” in Christian Heck, ed., Qu’est‐ce que nommer? L’Image 
légendée entre monde monastique et pensée scolastique (Turnhout, 2010), pp. 7–28.

Henri d’Andeli, Le lai d’Aristotle, edited by Maurice Delbouille (Paris, 1951).
David Herman, “Reception and the Reader,” in David Herman et al., eds., Narrative 

Theory (Columbus, OH, 2012), pp. 150–154.
David Herman et al., eds., Routledge Encyclopedia of Narrative Theory (London, 2005).
Michael Ann Holly, Past Looking: Historical Imagination and the Rhetoric of the Image 

(Ithaca, NY, 1996).
Robert C. Holub, Reception Theory: A Critical Introduction (London, 1984).
Wolfgang Iser, The Act of Reading: A Theory of Aesthetic Response (Baltimore, 1978).
Manfred Jahn, “Focalization,” in David Herman et  al., eds., Routledge Encyclopedia of 

Narrative Theory (London, 2005), pp. 173–177.
Hans Robert Jauss, Question and Answer: Forms of Dialogic Understanding (Minneapolis, 

1989).
Hans Robert Jauss, Toward an Aesthetic of Reception (Minneapolis, 1982).
Leslie Johnson, “Women on Top: Antifeminism in the Fabliaux?” Modern Language 

Review, 78 (1983), pp. 299–304.
Kathleen Coyne Kelly, Performing Virginity and Testing Chastity (London, 2000).
Wolfgang Kemp, “Narrative,” in Robert Nelson and Richard Schiff, eds., Critical Terms 

for Art History (Chicago, 1996), pp. 58–69.
Laura Kendrick, Animating the Letter: The Figurative Embodiment of Writing from Late 

Antiquity to the Renaissance (Columbus, OH, 1999).
William W. Kibler, “Piramus et Tisbé: A Medieval Adapter at Work,” Zeitschrift für 

romanische Philologie, 91 (1975), pp. 273–291.
Raymond Koechlin, Les ivoires gothiques français, 3 vols. (Paris, 1924).
Anton Legner, ed., Ornamenta Ecclesiae: Kunst und Künstler der Romanik, 3 vols. 

(Cologne, 1985).
Jacques Le Goff, Time, Work and Culture in the Middle Ages (Chicago, 1980).



168 	 S u z a n n e  L e w i s

Suzanne Lewis, “Images of Opening, Penetration and Closure in the Roman de la Rose,” 
Word & Image, 10 (1994), pp. 29–311.

Suzanne Lewis, “Medieval Bodies Then and Now: Negotiating Problems of Ambivalence 
and Paradox,” in Benjamin Withers, ed., Naked Before God: Cultural Constructions of 
the Naked Body in Anglo‐Saxon England (Morgantown, 2004), pp. 15–29.

Suzanne Lewis, Reading Images: Narrative Discourse and Reception in the Thirteenth‐
Century Illuminated Apocalypse (Cambridge, 1995).

Charles T. Little, “Plaque with Scenes of Aristotle and Phyllis and Pyramus and 
Thisbe,” in William D. Wixom, ed., Mirror of the Medieval World (New York, 1999), 
pp. 133–135.

Pierre Alain Mariaux, “Qui a peur de Claricia?” in Frederic Elsig et al., eds., L’Image en 
questions: pour Jean Wirth (Geneva, 2013), pp. 138–145.

Maurice Merleau‐Ponty, The Merleau‐Ponty Aesthetics Reader: Philosophy and Painting, 
edited by Galen A. Johnson (Evanston, IL, 1993).

Maurice Merleau‐Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception (London, 1962 [1945]).
Maurice Merleau‐Ponty, Sense and Non‐Sense (Evanston, IL, 1964).
Maurice Merleau‐Ponty, The Visible and the Invisible (Evanston, IL, 1973).
W.J.T. Mitchell, “Word and Image,” in Robert S. Nelson and Richard Schiff, eds., Critical 

Terms for Art History (Chicago, 1996), pp. 47–57.
Colin Morris, The Discovery of the Individual, 1050–1200 (New York, 1972).
Alexander Murray, Suicide in the Middle Ages, 2 vols. (Oxford, 1998).
Helmut Nickel, “Arms and Armor,” in Joseph Strayer, ed., Dictionary of the Middle Ages 

(New York, 1982) Vol. 1, pp. 521–536; “Games and Pastimes,” Vol. 5, pp. 349–350.
Ovid, The Metamorphoses of Ovid, translated by Mary M. Innis (Harmondsworth, 1955).
Otto Pächt, Book Illumination in the Middle Ages: An Introduction (Oxford, 1986).
Joseph D. Parry, Art and Phenomenology (London, 2011).
Peter the Venerable, The Letters of Peter the Venerable, edited by Giles Constable (Cam-

bridge, MA, 1967).
James Phelan, “Narrative Theory, 1966–2002: A Narrative,” in Robert Scholes et al., eds., 

The Nature of Narrative, 2nd edn. (Oxford, 1983), pp. 283–336.
Piramus et Tisbé, edited and translated by Penny Eley (Liverpool, 2001).
Gerhardt Powitz and Herbert Buck, Katalogue der Stadt‐ und Universitätsbibliothek 

Frankfurt am Main (Frankfurt am Main, 1974).
René Rivara, “A Plea for a Narrator‐Centered Narratology,” in John Pier, ed., Narratologia: 

Dynamics of Narrative Form (Munich, 2011), pp. 83–113.
David J.A. Ross, “Allegory and Romance on a Mediaeval French Casket,” Journal of the 

Warburg and Courtauld Institutes, 11 (1948), pp. 299–309.
Marie‐Laure Ryan, Narrative Across Media (Lincoln, NB, 2006).
Willibald Sauerländer, Initialen: ein Versuch über das verwirrte Verhältnis von Schrift und 

Bild im Mittelalter (Wolfenbüttel, 1994).
Richard Schechner, Performance Theory (New York, 2003).
Jean‐Claude Schmitt, “La mort, les morts et le portrait,” in D. Olariu, ed., Le portrait 

invidividuel: réflections autour d’une forme de représentation (Berne, 2009), pp. 15–33.
Jean‐Claude Schmitt, La raison des gestes dans l’Occident médiéval (Paris, 1990).
Jean‐Claude Schmitt, “Le suicide au Moyen Age,” Annales: histoire, sciences sociales, 31 

(1976), pp. 3–28.
Georg Schreiber, Gemeinschaften des Mittelalters: Recht und Verfassung, Kult und From-

migkeit (Münster, 1948).



	N  a r r at i v e ,  N a r r ato lo g y,  a n d   M e a n i n g 	 169

Elizabeth Sears and Thelma Thomas, eds., Reading Medieval Images: The Art Historian 
and the Object (Ann Arbor, 2002).

Charles Segal, “Narrative Art in the Metamorphoses,” The Classical Journal, 66 (1971), 
pp. 331–337.

Lesley Smith, “Scriba, Femina: Medieval Depictions of Women Writing,” in Lesley Smith 
and Jane H.M. Taylor, eds., Women and the Book: Assessing the Visual Evidence (London, 
1996), pp. 21–39.

Susan L. Smith, The Power of Women: A Topos in Medieval Art and Literature 
(Philadelphia, 1995).

Robert Sokowlowski, Introduction to Phenomenology (Cambridge, 2000).
Susan Sontag, “The Very Comical Lament of Pyramus and Thisbe,” in Sontag, Where the 

Stress Falls (London, 2001), pp. 290–293.
R.W. Southern, Medieval Humanism and Other Studies (New York, 1970).
Martin Stevens, “The Performing Self,” Viator, 9 (1978), pp. 193–212.
Evelyn Birge Vitz, Medieval Narrative and Modern Narratology (New York, 1989).
Mieczyław Wallis, “The History of Art as the History of Semantic Structures,” in A. J. 

Greimas et al., eds., Sign, Language, Culture (Paris, 1970), pp. 524–535.
Stuart Whatling, “Narrative Art in Northern Europe, c. 1140–1300: A Narratological 

Reappraisal,” PhD dissertation (Courtauld Institute, University of London, 2010), 
medievalart.org.uk/PhD/Contents.html, accessed 24 August 2018.

Glynne Wickham, The Medieval Theatre (New York, 1974).
Friedrich Wiegand, Das Homiliarium des Karls des Grossen, Studien zur Geschichte der 

Theologie und die Kirche, Vol. 1, pt. 2 (Leipzig, 1897).
Joan B. Williamson, “Exercise in Power: Suicide for Love in French Romance of the 12th 

and 13th Centuries,” in Bernard H. Bichakjian, ed., From Linguistics to Literature: 
Romance Studies Offered to Francis M. Rogers (Amsterdam, 2015), pp. 137–154.

William D. Wixom, “Eleven Additions to the Medieval Collection,” Bulletin of the 
Cleveland Museum of Art, 66 (1979), pp. 87–149.

Susanne Witterkind, “Vom Schriftband zum Spruchband: Zum Funktionswandel von 
Spruchbänderen in Illustrationen biblischer Stoffe,” Frühmittelalterliche Studien, 30 
(1996), pp. 343–367.

Werner Wolf, “Introduction,” in Werner Wolf and Walter Bernhart, eds., Framing Borders 
in Literature and Other Media (Amsterdam, 2006), p. 9.

Werner Wolf, “Metalepsis as a Transgeneric and Transmedial Phenomenon,” in J.C. 
Meister et al., eds., Narratology Beyond Literary Criticism: Mediality – Disciplinarity 
(Hamburg, 2005), pp. 83–108.

Werner Wolf, “Narrative and Narratology: A Narratological Reconceptualization and Its 
Applicability to the Visual Arts,” Word & Image, 19 (2003), pp. 180–197.

Werner Wolf, “Pictorial Narrativity,” in David Herman et al., eds., Routledge Encyclopedia of 
Narratological Theory (London, 2005), pp. 431–435.



A Companion to Medieval Art: Romanesque and Gothic in Northern Europe, Second Edition. 
Edited by Conrad Rudolph. 
© 2019 John Wiley & Sons, Inc. Published 2019 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc.

7

Formalism
Linda Seidel

Formalism is a theory of knowledge, an epistemology not a methodology. 
It  questions our ways of thinking about representation and perception, and 
examines assumptions about the relationship between what we know, or think 
we know, and how we arrive at those claims. Its basic premise was forged in 
Antiquity, when Aristotle articulated belief in the centrality of sensorial experi-
ence to the acquisition of knowledge. Two thousand years later, Immanuel Kant 
constructed a compelling argument that established terms for understanding 
the relationship between experience and truths (or concepts) that exist a priori 
and independent of it. Formalism, which plays an important role in numerous 
branches of philosophical inquiry, is situated within the debate regarding the 
roles of reason and observation in human cognition.

For students of visual art, the term familiarly designates a practice in which 
information is first extracted from the shape or structure of things we encounter, 
and then interrogated in an effort to gain deeper and broader understanding. 
Its basic procedures involve identification and analysis of such immediately per-
ceptual aspects of objects and images as shape, material, color, and line, elements 
that construct appearance and function as expressive agents. This activity, termed 
formal analysis, has considerable utility for the study of works of art.1 But under-
standing of it as an end, and not as an initial stage of exploration, thwarts awareness 
of Formalism’s more penetrating objective, inquiry into the nature of art.

Formalism had many “authors” before it had a name. The writings of several 
late nineteenth‐century German‐language speakers, such as Adolf Hildebrand,  
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Wilhelm Vöge, Aloïs Riegl, and Wilhelm Wörringer, focused on perceptual elements 
of individual objects, many of Late Antique and medieval manufacture, and 
privileged in their work the creative process over either the imitation of nature or 
the transcription of subject matter.2 Their independently pursued efforts to bring 
rigor to the analysis of individual works of art attended to visual and aesthetic 
properties instead of spiritual or thematic ones. In 1915, publication of Heinrich 
Wölfflin’s Kunstgeschichtliche Grundbegriffe presented a codification of closely 
related ideas in ways that made them readily accessible. The book’s appearance 
as Principles of Art History in 1932 disseminated Wölfflin’s clearly enunciated, 
condensed precepts for visual scrutiny to an English‐speaking audience, providing it 
with a basic and lasting tool for the analysis of paintings, sculpture, and architecture.3

The appellation Formalism only emerged during the First World War, in Russia, 
as a term of ridicule for the radical approach to literature espoused by a breakaway 
group of young linguists.4 However, its fame, one could say notoriety, didn’t mate-
rialize until after the Second World War, in connection with distinctly modernist 
forms of visual production and as articulated by the critic Clement Greenberg.5 
With Formalist principles fundamental to more than a century of discussion of 
diverse art historical as well as literary practices, uncertainty has emerged concerning 
what Formalism originally was and what it has become. Currently use of the word 
Formalist is likely to signal little beyond an artist or critic’s engagement with the 
manipulation of shapes and colors (or words) at the expense of attention to a 
work’s broader significance. This understanding has supplanted for the most part 
the crucial and more capacious original intention of the term Formalism.6

The basic principles of the Moscow Linguistic Circle’s theory of literary art are 
enunciated in a manifesto produced one hundred years ago by Viktor Shklovsky. 
Their relevance to significant issues and approaches in the study of medieval art as 
it was emerging in the first decades of the twentieth century becomes apparent as 
elements in the manifesto are reviewed.

The separateness of art from ordinary activity was essential to the Russian 
Formalists’ ideas. These set apart the object of their interest – literature – from the 
spoken and written communication of regular life, and countered then popular 
Symbolist claims regarding both the importance of the sounds of words and 
literature’s mystic nature. In their view, literature as opposed to other kinds of 
texts, possessed, first and foremost, a special organization of language, one that 
departed from ordinary usage in its formal or structural devices and did not in any 
way reflect reality. This young group of scholars stressed the centrality of language’s 
structure to writing and regarded its arrangements of carefully composed prose to 
be determinative of content, neither separate from nor subordinate to it. Whether 
that content comprised fact or fiction, philosophical inquiry or current events, liter-
ature, from their perspective, was not distinguished by being “a vehicle for ideas, a 
reflection of social reality, [or] the incarnation of some transcendent truth.”7

The group’s revisionist agenda adopted principles that recalled those the 
German‐language writers on art had independently developed; in both instances, 
emphasis was placed on artistic structure and the creative process at the expense of 
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subject matter and historical data. Both Russian‐ and German‐language formu-
lations of rigorous analytic systems sought to define and professionalize distinct 
critical practices. The young Russians differentiated between the high art of liter-
ature with its carefully organized forms, and the low, even non‐art, status of other 
kinds of writing. Their espousal of a hierarchical differentiation among works 
of (literary) art paralleled practices in German museums (and some writings) in 
which objects were grouped and valued according to materials, receiving pride of 
place and a commensurate degree of attention according to their classification. 
The elevation and persistence of painting and carving in stone as areas of study 
by medievalists over and above work in metal or wood have long depended on 
such regard. Until the last decade or so, “minor arts” were considered craft 
rather than art because of the disjunction between the “applied” nature of their 
decorative motifs and the functionality of the support on which their decorative 
forms resided.

In the early scholarship on medieval art, Adolph Goldschmidt’s examination 
of miniatures and ivories and Emile Mâle’s attention to tympana identified elite 
kinds of artistic production at the expense of other often closely related, even 
adjacent, images and designs. For decades, these productions were seen as more 
worthy of study than border ornamentation in the margins of books, voussoirs on 
arches, and corbels on the cornices of churches.8 The secular subject matter of this 
material surely had much to do with Mâle’s oversight;9 but such works may also 
have escaped his attention because of their lack of imposingly structured com-
position.10 And, in the case of the marginal carvings, they likely evaded Mâle’s 
glance because he was studying the tympana, as photos throughout his works 
suggest, not in situ, but from casts in Paris’s Trocadero Museum.

The issue of workmanship, the distinct manner in which an author handles 
materials and configures their distribution, is one of Formalism’s cornerstones 
and has significant implications for art historical practice. Attention to craftsman-
ship emphasizes an object’s individuality and its maker’s autonomy, contributing 
to the sense of a work’s self‐sufficiency and, consequently, its independence from 
cultural concerns. This conviction governed the early practice of Connoisseurship 
in which individuals, such as Goldschmidt, employed careful scrutiny of physical 
properties of works, together with comparative study of similar objects, in order 
to classify the materials with which they were involved. In contrast, Vöge and Wör-
ringer, focusing on issues of plasticity and sinuous line, detected an independent 
inner working in those elements which they saw as expressing a relationship 
between art and certain conditions of its moment of production. However short 
their efforts to articulate the connection may have fallen, they did not consider 
such issues to be extrinsic to a work’s construction, or irrelevant to a work’s eluci-
dation as colleagues focused on Connoisseurship were more like to do.11

In the late nineteenth and first few decades of the twentieth century, notions of 
the autonomy of artistic creativity, with its attendant belief in the independence of 
artists from constraints on their inventiveness, presented a particular challenge for 
medievalists. Emile Mâle’s acceptance of the idea of ecclesiastical authority over 
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work produced in, on, or for places within the religious compound – the church, 
the cloister, the scriptorium – rendered the notion of an artist’s freedom to create 
uniquely expressive forms inconceivable. Mâle devoted himself to the study of 
subject matter in medieval images, seldom engaging in any substantial way either 
with elements of form or their intimation of artistic autonomy. Early in his career, 
Meyer Schapiro took up the conundrum of artistic freedom in ecclesiastical art in 
a rebuke to Mâle’s claims and in an effort to engage the study of medieval art in 
a broader philosophical (as opposed to archeological or iconographical) debate. 
Like his German‐language predecessors, he found in the alterity of medieval art 
opportunity for the development of alternative approaches to it.

Attention to visual material held a reduced presence in the Moscow Circle’s 
interests, yet writings of a few members enunciated engagement with its distinc-
tive constructive qualities, paying attention to its intrinsic properties and exam-
ining objects and images apart from any relationship to either subject matter or 
an individual artist. Victor Shklovsky, who served as a professor of Art History 
in Petrograd (St. Petersburg), recommended examination of a given work as a 
“complex of devices” in his best‐known essay.12 Such an approach, he argued, 
would impede perception through a process of estrangement that divorced the 
object from authorial biography and literary description. The heightened aware-
ness and attention that results when the familiar is produced in an unusual way 
facilitates a critical approach to works and this, in turn, imitates scientific inquiry 
in its self‐consciousness. Arguing on behalf of seeing in place of focusing on 
the seen, the Russian Formalists rejected dependence upon fact‐based empirical 
evidence regarding place of production and dating in their studies.13

The ideas of the Moscow Circle did not immediately penetrate the thinking 
of European intellectuals, and their critical writings remained for the most part 
unknown, silenced by the inaccessibility of the language in which they had been 
written. More significantly, constraints on speech and artistic practice that were 
put in place in Russia immediately after World War I marginalized the precepts of 
the Formalists in their homeland. Art’s content rather than its formal properties 
was communism’s politically preferred choice; from the government’s point of 
view, Formalism did not sufficiently concern itself with historical considerations. 
After World War II, however, as the result of a number of migrations from Eastern 
bloc countries, a diverse group of young scholars of literature and anthropology 
working in Paris under the leadership of Lévi‐Strauss saw links between their own 
(national) interests in linguistic theory and aspects of Russian Formalism.14

These individuals pursued a rigorous and systematic mode of analysis, one that 
endorsed principles earlier espoused by members of the Moscow Circle; in recog-
nition of this kinship, they initiated translations of the group’s papers. Thus, a 
critical movement once undervalued as “the child of the revolutionary period,” 
and silenced for decades by Stalinist propaganda, came to be appreciated in the 
West for its distinctive contributions to intellectual thought.15 Recovered from 
the dustbin to which its ideas had been relegated, Russian Formalism was newly 
perceived as “a central trend of a broad critical movement” in literary and artistic 
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theory in the early twentieth century.16 In this way, what had once been a term 
of scorn came to serve as the umbrella under which approaches to art and liter-
ature that prize structural and sensorial properties above historical and thematic 
elements were returned to prominence.

Both the Russians and the Germans shared an important practical goal: the desire 
to establish a mode of analysis and argument that would provide the foundation 
for independent disciplines. The Moscow Linguistic Circle, by grounding the 
study of literature in systematic analysis of a text’s structure, challenged the 
Symbolists’ preoccupation with words and sounds and contested their claim 
that literature was primarily a vehicle for transcendent truths. The early German‐
speaking Formalists, art historians avant la lettre, sought to distinguish their 
endeavors from archeological and philological methodology on the one hand, 
and amateurish, romantic description on the other. Their systematic definition of 
the intrinsic qualities of visual material and their application of these definitions 
to the analysis of individual works facilitated the establishment of art history as a 
new form and field of inquiry, distinct as well from study of the classics, intellec-
tual history, and belles‐lettres.

Formalist principles, as established by the intersecting pursuits of both the early 
German‐language and Russian‐speaking scholars, place trust in the viewer’s direct 
sensorial involvement with a painting, object, monument, or text. The results of 
such eyewitness encounters provide the grounds for analysis of a work’s struc-
ture and defining characteristics, and enable thereby determinations regarding 
stylistic affiliations and degrees of valuation. Observations gleaned in this manner, 
when positioned in the hands of scholars eager to assert the intellectual rigor and 
scientific nature of the study of art, have frequently been put forth as objective 
data and used to categorize works in a definitive manner, particularly in regard 
to date and place of production. Insofar as these sorts of judgments are based on 
observations that result from subjective experience, they risk exposing Formalist 
practice to claims of relativity. Formalist scholarship, which has at times over-
looked this implication, has attended to it more recently through the theorization 
of spectatorship, arguing for a process by which viewers achieve their insights into 
a work through interaction with the works’ structures.17

Within a decade of its promulgation, Russian Formalism was critiqued for con-
centrating on the formal organization of art and failing to consider its role within 
social communication. Although this was not a fair statement, the matter was 
one of considerable urgency in post‐Revolutionary Russia where, for a long time, 
concern about it succeeded in removing Formalist works from view and silencing 
their claims. In an effort to address the situation without abandoning the achieve-
ment of the Moscow Group, two Russian scholars, P.N. Medvedev and Mikhail 
Bakhtin, co‐authored a book in 1925 in which they defended Formalism’s 
practices while advancing the claim for close ties between literature and society.

The authors recognized that Formalism was not a precise methodology or tidy 
regime of practices, arguing instead that it needed to be viewed as encompassing 
diverse lines of inquiry.18 They drew on intimate knowledge of recent German 
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scholarship to establish the relationship between Russian Formalism and a wide-
spread pan‐European movement in art scholarship, and demonstrated that there 
was no fundamental hostility between form and content in the logic of Formalist 
thinking. The basic positions of Formalism in European writing on art, they 
remarked, “give no grounds whatsoever for the denial of content in art.”19

Medvedev and Bakhtin did not see evidence of any direct relationship between 
recent Russian and German scholarship, but argued that they were connected 
through shared changes in their “ideological horizon.” They associated Russian 
Formalism with Kunstwissenschaft, the rigorous practice of art‐science (or art‐
knowledge) that German‐speaking scholars had begun to develop in the closing 
decades of the nineteenth century in opposition to traditional Kunstgeschichte or 
art history, an unexacting practice that they regarded as excessively absorbed with 
documentary and biographical matters. In the eyes of both the German‐language 
scholars and their Russian sympathizers, the shortcomings of Kunstgeschichte 
cast a shadow over the intellectual validity of the study of art, thereby tarnishing 
the reputation of its practitioners.

Medvedev and Bakhtin identified the “constructive aims of art” as the nucleus 
of recent Western art scholarship; these, in their view, regarded the work of art as 
a closed‐off unity but one that is part of real space. They saw nothing exclusionary 
in this definition. “Realistic art is just as constructivist as constructivist art,” they 
wrote, indicating that content need not be excluded from consideration in For-
malist works or Formalist practice. And they emphasized the deep ideological 
meaning that German scholarship attributed to form in contrast to the “simplistic 
realist view” of form as an “embellishment of content … a decorative accessory 
lacking ideological meaning of its own,” that was held by supporters of contem-
porary Russian figurative painting. In summarizing the central tenets of what they 
called European Formalism, Medvedev and Bakhtin recognized Konrad Fiedler as 
one of the first theoreticians of the movement.

Responsibility for the 1925 book is now attributed primarily to Bakhtin, who 
came to be recognized as a major literary theorist in the last third of the twentieth 
century. One of the German writers whose work he cited in the co‐authored 
publication was Wörringer, whose pioneering studies on the dynamic relationship 
between abstraction and naturalism in art and the psychology of Gothic style had 
been published a decade and a half before, and reissued in numerous printings in 
response to public demand.20

In Abstraction and Empathy, originally published in 1908, Wörringer differen-
tiated between art that imitated things in nature (classicism) and art that alienated 
itself from them (abstraction), identifying these as the two basic, divergent poles 
of artistic experience which emerge from instinctive feelings about the world and 
are expressed in artistic impulse. This “latent inner demand,” he observed, which 
he credits Aloïs Riegl for introducing, is the primary factor, he argued, in all 
artistic creativity. Its expression collapses distinctions between form and content 
by linking inner urges of the art to its outward appearances. In Form Problems of 
the Gothic, which he described as a sequel to the earlier book, Wörringer applied 
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the questions raised in the previous publication to that “complex of abstract art 
which is closest to us, namely Gothic.” He termed Gothic architecture the 
perfect expression of an unimpeded impulse toward abstraction, since no organic 
or natural model opposed itself to it.

During the decade of the 1940s, Formalism was introduced into American 
art criticism by Clement Greenberg as a brief in favor of abstract painting. This 
art, which he termed “avant‐garde,” was valid, he wrote, “solely on its own 
terms … independent of meanings,” with its content “dissolved so completely 
into form that the work of art or literature cannot be reduced in whole or in 
part to anything not itself.”21 Greenberg thus rejected any ascription of signifi-
cance to incidents that lay outside the frame of the physical object, committing 
himself instead to the centrality of the irreducible material elements that artists 
employ in their conceptualization and realization of individual works “in search 
of the absolute.” In this limited guise, Formalist principles made a profound 
impression on the practice of art historians working in other fields who adopted 
its approach as a useful tool with which to describe works from any period. 
In the early 1960s, Michael Fried amplified Greenberg’s argument and popular-
ized it through his championship of the work of an emerging group of young 
non‐representational painters.22

The spare and focused terms in which this criticism was presented were directly 
indebted to the writing of the English critic and curator Roger Fry, one of the first 
champions of post‐Impressionist painting and, seen in retrospect, another early 
Formalist.23 Fry, who was introduced to the work of Cézanne at an exhibition in 
London in 1906, was immediately captivated by the “insistence on the decorative 
value” that he found in one of the artist’s still lifes, both in the use of opposing 
local colors and “a quite extraordinary feeling for light.” He wrote that the artists 
whose works he brought together in an exhibition in 1912 “do not seek to imi-
tate form but to create form, not to imitate life but to find an equivalent for life.” 
Fry was stimulated by the conflicted reception their painting received to con-
tinue work on an aesthetic theory that employed poetry to understand painting. 
“I want to find out what the function of content is, and am developing a theory … 
that it is merely directive of form and that all the essential aesthetic quality has to do 
with pure form,” he wrote to a friend. Fry’s belief in artistic experience as detached 
from real life, his attention to such design components as color, plane, and rhythmic 
line, his appreciation of their connection with “essential conditions of our physical 
existence” and thus their capacity to elicit emotional response, all ally him with posi-
tions the Russian Formalists were simultaneously espousing.24

By the 1960s, American scholars working on the art of various pre‐modern 
periods were seeking alternatives to data‐driven erudition and text‐based icono-
graphic study, much of which had been fostered by recently emigrated German 
academics. These approaches required linguistic skills that were no longer a part 
of educational preparation on these shores, and were based on intellectual assump-
tions concerning innovation and excellence that were foreign to domestic sensi-
bility as well. Such scholars found support for a reinvigorated practice of visual 
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analysis in the descriptive language of contemporary Formalism. This approach 
was particularly apt for discussion of the distorted, non‐mimetic figural imagery 
of early medieval and Romanesque work.

In the most widely used survey book of the second half of the twentieth century, 
a miniature of the Gospel writer St. Mark, painted in northern France in the early 
eleventh century, is described by the text’s author in terms of the “twisting and 
turning movement of the lines which pervades not only the figure of the Evange-
list but the winged lion, the scroll, and the curtain” (fig. 7-1). There is praise for 
the miniature’s “firmly drawn contours filled in with bright solid colors, so that 
the three‐dimensional aspects of the picture are reduced to an overlapping of flat 
planes.” As a result of this “abstract clarity and precision,” the “representational, 
the symbolic and the decorative elements of the design are knit together into a 
single, unified structure.”25

This language, which approximates an account of modernist painting, suc-
ceeds so well in drawing our attention to the geometric patterns of figure and 
drapery that we easily overlook the absence of anything more than the most 
minimal passing reference to other recognizable aspects of the miniature. The 
spiral columns, capped with acanthus leaf designs that frame the seated figure 
go unmentioned, and the description likewise avoids discussion of the contested 
position of the central element in the design: the scroll to which both St. Mark 
and the somersaulting lion hold fast. The silence of the text discourages us from 
inquiring into the fusion of elements that culminates in, or emanates from, 
the intense stare that locks the animal and the man’s eyes on the object they 
both grasp. While we likely sense the way in which the glance functions as the 
generative element in the miniature, providing the fulcrum from which stable 
and chaotic forms emerge, the account, as written, invites no opening for further 
consideration of this relationship.

Formal analysis is here restricted to a description of surface pattern and the 
miniaturist’s handling of color. It serves as a technique for elucidating the specific 
characteristics of composition or construction of an image that enable it to 
be related to a larger body of works – a workshop or regional school. Formal 
analysis in this way provides grist for Connoisseurship, the skill of discriminating 
distinct artistic handwriting and attributing specific works to artists living at a 
given moment in a certain place. Such procedures of attribution are fundamental 
to the cataloging of works of art, but they obscure aspects of an image or object 
that escape encapsulation in a characterization of arrangements of shapes, lines, 
and colors. While the procedures of Connoisseurship invariably celebrate the 
individual skill of the artist, a principle that Formalism endorses, they trample on 
other issues that a Formalist agenda endorses as critical to the study and defini-
tion of art.

In regard to the miniature, formal analysis assumes art’s dependence upon the 
things of the world as a “given.” We scarcely notice in the description of the 
miniature the affirmation it implicitly lends to the existence in the anonymous art-
ist’s imagination of a figure that is independent of and prior to the one rendered 
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here. Earlier European proponents of a Formalist approach to art, such as Riegl, 
who were at work even before the name of the movement had been put into 
place, had explicitly eschewed such notions, arguing that the artist’s interaction 
with material (his pen, his colors) alone generates form. The implication that the 
artist has a pre‐existent idea in mind to which he gives visible form is one that was 
rejected because it relegated the process of creating the work to a second‐tier role.

This had been the concern of Konrad Fiedler who emphasized in his writing 
the distinction between art and ordinary life and our perceptions of each. 
For him, the interaction between an artist’s ideas and the material through 

Figure 7-1  St. Mark from a Gospel Book produced at Corbie, c.1025–1050. Amiens: 
Municipal Library. Source: photo courtesy of Bridgeman‐Giraudon/Art Resource, NY.
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which he explored and ultimately gave form to them was a central, non‐negotiable 
issue. He argued that the notion that the artist had something in mind that 
he then “copied” into his work fell prey to the mechanization of society, and 
did not succeed in adequately engaging either the active potentialities of the 
material with which the artist was working or the moral underpinnings of the 
artistic enterprise itself.26

In the case of the northern French miniature, such an assumption disregards 
the capacity of artistic energy, expressed through the explosive pattern of pen 
lines and colored washes, to create a previously unseen and unknown creature 
who, in turn, functions as the generative center of unbounded activity. The 
design conjures up before the viewer the linear tangle in which both the seated 
figure and the gyrating animal participate; this coursing energy also produces the 
inspired Gospel text found on successive folia. The content of the illumination 
is transmitted directly via the language of visual imagery and occurs without the 
intervention of an independent, pre‐existent, (possibly copied) source.

Both form and meaning are made at the moment of creative invention; they 
are then seized by the viewer in a process of realization that emerges through 
engagement with the image and scrupulous apprehension of its design. The design 
does not have identity prior to or outside of artistic activity; even figurative imag-
ery should not be regarded as imitative of something that has a reality elsewhere 
and which the artist is attempting to simulate. Forms in nature are to be taken 
neither as standards of representation nor as models for it. Art works themselves 
provide guidance for insight into their makers’ practices and offer clues as well to 
their own expressive purposes.

Accordingly, if images are sites of creativity in their own right, then artists 
are not merely technicians who execute the ideas of others, even when they 
are following prescriptions set down by programmers – the church officials and 
learned men of their time.27 Scholarly recourse to theological or literary texts to 
articulate the content of images should not assume that religious images primar-
ily illustrate knowledge that has already been articulated in verbal form, or are 
without meaning if, like grotesques or decorative arabesques, they fail to do so. 
Certainly images may act as substitute texts for the illiterate; they may be artis-
tically uninteresting, and Formalists may question whether, in their judgment, 
they constitute “art” at all. But, extrapolating from precepts laid down by literary 
Formalists, visual images made by human hands ineluctably possess features that 
differentiate them from things in and of the natural world, even those that they 
most closely imitate. It follows then that to depict something is different from 
either description of the thing or the thing itself, and it needs to be examined 
according to a different set of rules.

Regard for these issues had been a hallmark of Wilhelm Vöge’s groundbreaking 
scholarship on Romanesque and Gothic sculpture during the early decades of 
Formalism’s developing practice. In his magisterial book on the emergence of 
Gothic style, Vöge established systematic terms for a descriptive analysis of medi-
eval sculpture as part of an inquiry into stylistic change and the nature of artistic 
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creativity. Vöge orchestrated a combination of concerns in his work on sculpture 
at Chartres, bringing together crisp characterizations of previously unanalyzed 
details of figurative carving with sensitive appraisals of the significance of those 
achievements. From individual elements that served as evidence of different hands 
at work on different portals, he drew observations about profound distinctions 
between Romanesque and Gothic style. Limned in the richness of Vöge’s written 
language, Chartres’ Headmaster could stand alongside the most modern one, 
and, although anonymous, be better understood.28

In the wake of Vöge’s debut study, unknown makers of medieval carving con-
cretized in the minds of some scholars as localized individuals whose technique was 
marked by a distinct manner of workmanship. Others who adopted his approach 
to the description of figural carving used it as a tool for the well‐regulated and 
more limited exposition of relationships between sculpture and architecture or 
for the prescriptive description of the treatment of body and drapery. This style 
criticism or stylistic analysis, a self‐sufficient form of investigation characteristic of 
Connoisseurship, provided the basis for decades of writing about Romanesque as 
well as Gothic art, manuscripts as well as sculpture, on both sides of the Atlantic.29 
It provided a foundation for the efficient categorization and definition of large 
bodies of material, serving the needs of archeologists sorting through the detri-
tus of Europe’s wars as well as archivists and curators organizing their national 
collections.30 The pressing requirement for these individuals, eager to enhance 
claims to the scientific grounds and rigorous possibilities of their practice, was 
the development of categories for material that had infrequently, if at all, been 
studied in a systematic manner. Because considerable medieval material had been 
dislodged and dispersed during World War I, and political boundaries redrawn, 
scholarship participated in a re/construction and re‐evaluation of regional as well 
as national lines of artistic affiliation.

The work of Arthur Kingsley Porter comes to mind here. His multi‐volume 
study of sculpture along the pilgrimage roads, published in 1923, characterized 
carving in diverse regions of France, Spain, and Italy in an effort to construct an 
improved chronology of Romanesque sculpture’s development, and settle disputes 
for priority between sites.31 Although he cited Vöge’s work, his own study of style 
was more circumscribed; it was focused on establishing a correct date for an array 
of eleventh‐ and twelfth‐century monuments. Porter eschewed explanation of 
why style varied as it did and refrained from any inquiry into what goals the 
distinctions he observed might have served. The question of style’s “authority,” 
the end toward which Formalist efforts aspired, did not figure in his purview.

In the early 1950s, when contemporary artists were concentrating almost 
exclusively on issues of form in their work, and Structuralists were rediscovering 
the writings of the Russian Formalists, Louis Grodecki, a Polish immigrant who 
had taken up residence in Paris after World War II, reintroduced Vöge’s work to 
a new audience of medieval scholars as a model of diligent description, one that 
kept larger issues of artistic creativity in mind. Grodecki re‐engaged with the care-
ful procedures of scrupulous analysis that Vöge had inaugurated in his own work 
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on French sculpture in an effort to further enhance our knowledge of the emer-
gence of new forms of architectural production at the turn of the first millennium. 
He urged others to do the same.32

Vöge died in 1952, two years after Mâle’s demise. The following year, Erwin 
Panofsky, Vöge’s most celebrated student, dedicated his study of early Nether-
landish painting to the teacher under whom he had studied in Freiburg and 
for whom he had written his doctoral dissertation on Albrecht Dürer. Panof-
sky contributed a stirring appreciation of Vöge’s life and work to a collection of 
the latter’s essays published in Germany in 1959. In it, Panofsky stressed for the 
reader the significance of Vöge’s two‐year stay in France in preparation for the 
writing of his book on early Gothic sculpture. Visits to the great cathedrals 
had provided Vöge with first‐hand encounters with twelfth‐century sculpture, 
Panofsky noted, and these enabled the direct perceptions out of which Vöge’s 
thinking about the development of early Gothic statuary emerged. Panofsky was 
here re‐presenting Vöge to the reader as a Formalist before the fact.

The notion of internal mechanisms by which art changes, which impelled 
Vöge’s work, was instrumental to the writing of the slightly more senior Viennese 
scholar Aloïs Riegl, whose theories developed during the decade in which the 
younger man produced his major book. Riegl’s writings, central to the European 
Formalist enterprise, have grown increasingly relevant ever since. His ideas were 
seminal to the art historians who were educated in Germany and Austria around 
the time of World War I, and who then came to prominence on the American 
intellectual landscape in the decades after World War II. Riegl’s complex theorizing 
about art was fully absorbed into the work of the young Panofsky and Ernst Gom-
brich, each of whom pursued questions, in their own distinct ways, regarding the 
self‐sufficient nature of art that Riegl had put into play.33

During these same decades, Riegl’s work, written in a dense German, was 
known in the US primarily through English‐language representations of it, 
particularly in relation to questions concerning artistic style – its definition and 
development. In its place, the work of Bernard Berenson, formulated at the 
identical turn‐of‐the‐century moment as Riegl’s, and eminently more accessible 
in its straightforward pronouncements, came into prominence as a native author-
ity in matters of Connoisseurship and style. His approach was unencumbered 
with the weightier epistemological questions of the burgeoning Formalist inquiry.

Riegl’s ideas were further elided in subsequent decades by the differently 
framed claims of American Formalism; these, as we have seen, followed a more 
narrowly defined line of inquiry earlier articulated by Roger Fry and developed by 
Clive Bell. Since the 1990s, scholars whose interests have shifted away from the 
direct relationship between art and society have rediscovered Riegl. His relevance 
for a new generation lies in his study of visual perception, the changing nature 
of how we see – a concern that is bound up with representation and with issues 
of form. His works, now in translation, dominate current interests in visuality and 
reception theory, as well as historiography – art history’s self‐reflective engagement 
with its own past.34
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Riegl argued that art is a transformation not an imitation of nature and that 
it continues to be transformed from within in “a search for interconnectedness, 
variation, and symmetry.”35 Individual artistic performance, he believed, is con-
trolled by an inner need for pattern, order, and symmetry and is not generated 
by outside elements  – historical, cultural, or otherwise. In order to account 
for change in art, Riegl introduced the idea of Kunstwollen, artistic volition 
or will. In one form or another, this notion of art’s inner drive has remained his 
most enduring and challenging contribution to art scholarship; its importance for 
Wörringer was earlier discussed. Riegl saw this internal dynamic, which produces 
change as it develops through history, as part of a given society’s world‐view; 
he employed it to define the changing qualities in particular kinds of art over a 
period of time. Riegl’s suggestion that it accounts for national characteristics in 
art came close to endorsing racial stereotypes, which followers like Strzygowski 
went on to do and for which he was criticized, by Schapiro as well as Gombrich. 
Yet Riegl’s theories were egalitarian in other important ways: they accommodated 
both high art as well as lesser applied or decorative forms in their argument at a 
time when Formalists espoused a hierarchical ordering that restricted the designa-
tion art to certain types of creation. And, although Riegl’s ideas changed over the 
course of a decade, his engagement with meticulous observation of the details of 
individual works and his concern for the historic trajectory of artistic production 
never wavered.

Otto Pächt, who was initially trained by Riegl’s successors in Vienna, and 
who identified in his later years with Riegl’s sweeping project for art history, 
pursued some aspects of Riegl’s theories, more as policy guides than as theoreti-
cal inquiries. He remained committed to detailed structural or stylistic analysis 
in his work; supported the notion of regional or national characteristics in art; 
and he stayed skeptical of the idea that styles change through the impact of 
external influences. Upon his return to Vienna late in his career, after more than 
two decades at work in England, Pächt wrote in praise of Riegl’s close engage-
ment with individual objects, saying: “I know of few more instructive things 
than to watch Riegl in his efforts to learn from the works of art the questions 
which they want to be asked and elicit from them the answers. Perhaps the most 
helpful thing in art history is this kind of dialogue with the object and not the 
monologues of the most brilliant art critics.”36 In his numerous studies of 
Romanesque and Gothic manuscript, fresco, and panel painting, Pächt, follow-
ing Riegl, persisted in the belief that regional or national schools display distinct 
characteristics in their art through the activity of the Kunstwollen. Such belief 
assisted him in a career largely devoted to producing catalogs of manuscript 
collections, a task to which he had turned out of necessity upon exile from 
Germany in 1938.37

Meyer Schapiro staked out a different position from Pächt and Riegl in regard 
to the relationship between ethnicity and art, contesting, on several occasions, 
arguments that supported the existence of national characteristics in style. But he 
resembles Riegl more than he does any other scholar of art in the way in which 
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he wrestled with the issue of artistic creativity and change throughout his career. 
He displayed unusual sympathy for the vast range of his predecessor’s work and 
its intellectual seriousness in one of his papers, calling him “the most constructive 
and imaginative of the historians who have tried to embrace the whole of artis-
tic development as a single continuous process.”38 Numerous aspects of Riegl’s 
theories endure as significant issues in Schapiro own writings, especially in his 
inquiries into artistic creativity.

Schapiro’s graduate studies at Columbia University had not brought him 
under the direct tutelage of scholars of medieval art, since they were in short 
supply on this side of the Atlantic at the time; art history itself was just emerging 
as an independent field of study on the fringes of work in Classical philology.39 
During a lengthy study trip through Europe in 1926 and 1927, Schapiro 
endeavored to make contact with scholars at work on medieval material in 
each country he visited: Manuel Gómez‐Moreno and Walter Whitehill in Spain, 
Richard Hamann in Germany, Paul Deschamps in Paris, Bernard Berenson 
in Italy. He debated current theories with them and, through them, devel-
oped contacts with like‐minded others. In this way, he entered into a lengthy 
correspondence with Kingsley Porter, with whom he exchanged letters filled 
with concerns and ideas about the dating of southern French and Spanish sculp-
ture, among other matters.

In one of his early communications to Porter, Schapiro reveals the grand 
dimensions of the project he sees before him. He writes that he has heard of the 
senior scholar’s lectures on monastic centers and the diffusion of medieval art, 
and confesses: “I regret all the more that I am not at Harvard, for there is no 
one occupied with medieval art, and no one sufficiently bold to speculate on the 
interrelations of fields so vast as east Christian and Romanesque art.”40 Porter 
invited him to pursue his studies in Cambridge but Schapiro wrote a few months 
later declining the offer. His polite response indicates his status as being beyond 
that of student: “I regret exceedingly that I will be unable to study at Harvard 
next year. My duties as a teacher will make it impossible for me to visit Cambridge 
except during vacation periods.”41

Schapiro made his published debut as an art historian in the late 1920s as 
a scrupulous observer and impeccable historian of Romanesque sculpture. He 
remarked later in life that he was drawn to Romanesque by its vigor and inven-
tiveness, its interplay between folk art and high art, and the starkness of its 
simple forms.42 His dissertation, completed in 1929 and published, in part, in 
the Art Bulletin two years later, was a study of the extensive carvings at the 
southern French abbey of Moissac (fig. 7-2). Its published portion remains a 
model of visual analysis in the tradition of turn‐of‐the‐century German language 
scholars.43 On its first page, Schapiro establishes that he is neither providing a 
catalog of the sculptures nor pretending to find the nature of their beauty. His 
effort, instead, he avows, has been to illustrate through an analysis of formal 
relations in the carvings his “sense of the character of the whole and the rele-
vance of the parts to it.” He goes on to identify a study of early Greek art as 
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the exacting model for his own investigation, observing that he is following 
Emmanuel Löwy in the use of the term archaic “as a designation of a formal 
character in early arts.”44 In the notes, Schapiro cites Vöge’s book on Chartres 
and a study by Hamann, along with more numerous references to French texts 
of an archeological nature (as might be expected for a dissertation on French 
medieval art at that time).

Schapiro’s introductory summary of his aims and achievements in the study of 
the sculpture demonstrates his interest in systematically understanding, not dis-
missing, the disproportional, non‐mimetic figurative imagery that populates the 
capitals of the abbey’s cloister and the walls of its church entry. “In the present 
work,” he writes, “the postures, costumes, expression, space, perspective and 
grouping of the figures have been described … to demonstrate that their depar-
tures from natural shapes have a common character which is intimately bound up 
with the harmonious formal structure of the works.”

The most comparable scholarly undertaking that comes to mind in reading 
Schapiro’s text is Riegl’s Stilfragen, his study of ornament in which he demon-
strates the vitality and ability of design to flourish free of functional, technolog-
ical, or mimetic concerns. Both texts are equally comprehensive in theoretical 
scope, similarly detailed in their performance of close analysis, and both take 
as their subject an equivalently overlooked body of visual material. Although 
Schapiro does not cite Riegl in his dissertation, since the latter’s work did not 

Figure 7-2  Capital with Daniel at the lion’s den, cloister at the Abbey of St. Pierre at 
Moissac, West Gallery, c.1100. Source: photo courtesy of Erich Lessing/Art Resource, NY.
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substantively touch on the sculpture at Moissac, late in life Schapiro explained 
what he recognized to be the importance of Riegl’s contributions:

“He described a perceptual world in the visual arts that was dynamic, and he tried 
to show how the broad development of art has been between these two poles …. 
Starting from that conception, Riegl analyzed in careful detail the structure of forms 
in succeeding styles which enabled one to see how things changed and moved, what 
the structure was in each period.45

Moissac’s sculpture offered an unusually extensive, carved figural corpus 
situated at the beginning of a development that moves quickly toward more 
faithful natural depiction. It was thus ripe for the kind of foundational study 
that a dissertation in the tradition of German scholarship, as represented by 
the work of both Vöge and Riegl, demanded. Schapiro’s dissertation on Moissac 
should be regarded as a formidable English‐language chapter in the ambitious 
and ground‐breaking project of Formalist study that had begun in Vienna more 
than a half‐century earlier and which is now being re‐engaged in art history’s 
ongoing self‐evaluation of its interests and methods.46

Schapiro had also read the essays of Roger Fry on post‐Impressionism as a 
student and saw parallels between the inventiveness and simple forms of Roman-
esque sculpture and the achievements of twentieth‐century art. These he observed 
closely as a teacher to and friend of artists, and as a practitioner in his own right. 
Direct engagement with the gestures of art‐making and the independent decisions 
of art‐makers, along with close analysis of discrete works of art – all significant 
elements of Formalist criticism  –  consistently drove his argument even when 
the goal of his inquiry was artistic change, not the characterization of what was 
constant in a single monument or series of objects.

In 1931, the year in which the first part of Schapiro’s dissertation appeared, 
two books were published in France, in which, for the first time, formal principles 
of medieval art were explored in place of the more customary enumeration of 
archeological data or explanations of iconographic meaning, interests that were 
then, and for a long time remained, the focus of historically (rather than philo-
sophically) minded academicians there. The works introduced the notion that a 
regulating role was played by the architectural frame in determining the geometric  
configuration of contingent reliefs, a notion Schapiro could not support. He 
expressed his criticism in a harsh review of Jurgis Baltrusaitis’s Le Stylistique 
Ornementale dans la Sculpture Romane, which was published the following year. 
The essay was, as well, a critique of the approach taken by Baltrusaitis’s teacher 
(and father‐in‐law), Henri Focillon, that was implicit in his book, L‘art des sculpteurs 
romans.47 In 1935, in a letter to Focillon, Schapiro emphasized his criticism of “a 
particular kind of formalism and schematizing of art.” Though he praised Focillon 
for his use of insights gained from an appreciation of contemporary art, he cautioned 
that unless “the peculiar assumptions underlying modern formalism are laid bare, 
its application to past art will involve serious distortions, even in formal analysis.”48
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Focillon had succeeded Mâle in the chair of medieval archeology at the 
Sorbonne several years before. A generation older than Schapiro, he had written a 
dissertation on Piranesi, taught modern art, worked at Lyon’s Musée des Beaux‐
Arts, and is reported to have said that what qualified him for the position in Paris 
was the fact that he had taught in cities with cathedrals. While his writings on 
medieval art promote various aspects of Formalism, they do so in a bewildering 
manner, without consistent pursuit of their logic, employing eloquent language, 
which “heightened their effect and allusive range” as Cahn pointed out in his 
biographical essay.49

In a number of essays written in the 1930s and 1940s, Schapiro pursued different 
strategies of inquiry and modes of analysis in an ongoing attempt to define what 
art history was and what it could be. He invariably worked from investigation 
of a specific work of art toward a more wide‐ranging conclusion, demonstrating 
how essential a detailed, systematic analysis of an object was to any understand-
ing of it. Pages of scrupulous and insightful analysis of both sculpted reliefs and 
miniature painting dominate his studies of Romanesque art at Souillac and at 
Silos in an effort to comprehend the reasons for, and the significance of, stylistic 
change at these abbeys. In the one case, this involved a carving’s deviation from 
norms expected of high art, and, in the other, an unprecedented introduction of 
secular music‐making figures into a liturgical manuscript, along with evidence of 
the coexistence in a single place, and for a brief moment, of two different visual 
languages of expression. To state that Schapiro’s project in these path‐breaking 
articles is “a comprehensive sociological explanation of Romanesque style,” elides 
his means with his apparent ends, obscuring the critical process by which Schapiro 
constructed his analyses and arrived at his conclusions.50 Such commentary disregards 
the fundamental role that Formalist analysis played in his work by substituting its 
own materialist claims for the more subtle and complex understanding of artistic 
creativity that Schapiro continuously sought.

Throughout, in his essays on Romanesque art, Schapiro takes the perceptual 
elements of individual works as his point of departure, pushing his observations 
into matters that others at the time regarded as inconsistent with, or irrelevant to, 
what they considered to be proper art historical practice. The essays on Souillac 
and Silos, which have been extensively analyzed in relation to the predominantly 
Marxist political interests that characterized the intellectual circles in which 
Schapiro was known to move in the 1930s, in fact align him with the interests 
and practices of the Formalists, both German and Russian, to whose work he 
adhered as a student and to whose goals he held fast throughout the six decades 
of his innovative scholarship.

At the same time, Schapiro was engaged with the study of contemporary art 
and an understanding of its relationship to its social bases. His efforts galvanized 
a popular audience that failed to recognize the Formalist terms on which he 
engaged the art, perhaps because Greenberg’s contemporary criticism took such 
a different tack. In an interview late in life, Schapiro remarked that he had grown 
“increasingly disturbed by Greenberg’s dogmatic formalism, by his refusal to grant 



188 	 L i n da  S e i d e l

artistic intention or social context, much less iconography, any place in analysis.”51 
He never wavered from an engagement with Formalism’s ultimate project and his 
commitment to it endured, long after his involvement with Marxist theory had 
dissipated. Schapiro’s important paper of the late 1960s on image‐signs explores 
non‐mimetic elements of artistic composition, some of which might be character-
ized as “subformal” in nature, and makes implicit reference to Romanesque and 
Gothic imagery. It was published with a note that some of the observations had 
been presented in his classes at Columbia 30 years before. The inquiry, he was 
telling its readers, did not represent a new “turn” in his thinking.

In one of Schapiro’s most celebrated papers, “On the Aesthetic Attitude in Ro-
manesque Art,” Formalism trumps historic functionalism in a playful tour de force 
of observation and citation. Published in 1947, the paper was written for a volume 
of studies that honored Schapiro’s friend, the mystical philosopher and curator of 
Indian art Ananda Coomaraswamy.52 In it, Schapiro cites numerous medieval texts 
that display, as he notes, “keen observation of the work itself, the effort to read the 
forms and colors and to weigh their effects.” One text quoted at length describes 
the textile wrappings around St. Cuthbert’s relics at the time of their translation 
to the new cathedral of Durham, an event that had occurred in 1104 and was 
recounted 70 years later by the monk Reginald  –  either through eye‐witness 
testimony or his own privileged access to the tomb. Reginald noted the unusual and 
fresh reddish‐purple tone of the saint’s garments which “when handled make a kind 
of crackling sound because of the solidity and compactness of the fine skillful weav-
ing.” Reginald also remarked on the charming variation provided by scattered spots 
of yellow which seem “to have been laid down drop by drop” and which contrasted 
with the purple, thus conferring on the background greater vigor and brilliance.

This twelfth‐century description obliquely references critics and scholars with 
whom Schapiro was engaged privately as well as publicly in theoretical disputes. 
It resembles comments one might have read at the time about mid‐twentieth 
century work, as written by Greenberg, a point Schapiro’s extended citation 
strongly suggests. As he had demonstrated in previous papers on Romanesque 
art, a more subtle Formalist model underscored his own encounters with visual 
material and he was relentless in his efforts to emphasize its importance in the 
study of all art, medieval included. Schapiro’s evocation of Formalist concerns 
in this essay also challenged the focus on iconographic content in medieval art 
that still governed its study. Emile Mâle’s iconographic study of twelfth‐century 
French sculpture and painting, originally published in 1922, remained a basic 
reference work. It was deemed so essential that it was translated into English 
for the first time and published with updated footnotes in 1978.53 Finally, Scha-
piro’s focus in the essay on craft work rather than high art, especially the textile 
wrappings around Cuthbert’s relics, makes a nod in Riegl’s direction; the latter’s 
important book on ornament, Stilfragen, was based on his experiences as curator 
of carpets and textiles in Vienna.

At the same time, Schapiro toys in his paper with materialist preoccupations 
with luxury goods and elite patronage.54 He once told me of the circumstances 
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surrounding his decision to write the essay. These involved what he termed a private 
joke between him and Coomaraswamy concerning their divergent approaches to 
the study of art and are not irrelevant to the matter at hand. They had been 
corresponding since the early 1930s, initially debating the meaning of the 
contemplative in art. At one point, Coomaraswamy took exception to Schapiro’s 
blunt manner, calling it “as between colleagues … ex cathedra, or even a little 
patronizing,” while hastening to add that he was certain that it wasn’t intention-
ally so. Letters newly made available in Schapiro’s archives indicate that Schapiro 
had written to Coomaraswamy in 1935 informing him of a lecture he had been 
invited to give at the Philadelphia Museum of Art for which he was “studying 
the medieval writing and incidental texts on art and the beautiful.” He indicated 
that he had been reading Augustine, referring to the Church Father as “the most 
considerable writer on art,” someone who has insufficiently been explored by art 
historians. In his response a few months later, Coomaraswamy, referring to the 
upcoming lecture, commented, “I am not at all sure that your ‘materialism’ does 
not in fact disqualify you … and believe you will someday realize this.”

In his essay, Schapiro counters Coomaraswamy’s expectations of him by turning a 
study of the transformed material wealth of the church into an examination of per-
ception, fabrication, and taste, identifying his own work, thereby, as an inquiry into 
aesthetics. Schapiro’s appreciation of the physical properties of medieval objects is 
signaled throughout by his analyses of design, color, contrast, and artistic imagina-
tion; with them, he hoped both to appeal, and pay respect, to the refined immate-
rial interests of his friend. Sadly, Coomaraswamy died before it was published.

Close looking, the fruits of visual engagement with an image or object, whether 
for the purposes of attribution, for understanding aspects of stylistic change, or for 
acquiring insight into how meaning is visually expressed, constitutes the fundamental 
obligation of Formalist inquiry. It provides the irreducible basis for any appreciation 
of visual art’s unique achievement and perdures beneath theoretical detours that 
propose other pathways toward Formalism’s epistemological claims. The closing 
lines of Schapiro’s paper evoke St. Augustine’s support for an aesthetic conception 
of art as an object for the eye, not just for the mind, and provide a terse yet appro-
priate epigram for both Formalism’s and Schapiro’s legacies: “For when you have 
looked at a picture, you have seen it all and have praised it.”

Notes

1	 These aspects were set out and formalized into something approaching a method in a 
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pp. v, vi).
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and Neil H. Donahue, Invisible Cathedrals.
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2016).
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Gender and Medieval Art
Brigitte Kurmann‐Schwarz

The notion of gender entered the study of history and art history as an analytical 
concept after 1970.1 Though gender studies aims at examining the interaction 
of men and women, most prominent studies primarily focus on the history of 
women.2 In art history, gender‐oriented research revolves around the ways in 
which women partake in the production, patronage, and conception of art and 
architecture. This one‐sidedness is particularly owed to the fact that in the past, 
women’s biographies were seldom recorded in a comprehensive manner. Further-
more, ever since the sixteenth – and predominantly in the nineteenth – century, 
historians have, sometimes quite consciously, omitted female contributions from 
their accounts.3 In more recent times, however, art‐historical gender studies has 
increasingly put a strong emphasis on the co‐operation of women and men when 
it comes to the choice of which recipients of donations, image contents, or archi-
tectural forms are to be analyzed.4

Moreover, since the 1970s, the questions posed have been reformulated and the 
methodological approaches have multiplied.5 Depending on a researcher’s own 
viewpoints and preferences, research may take women’s history as its subject, use 
gender as a category of analysis, or adopt a feminist perspective. However, these 
three components do not have to occur simultaneously and do not necessarily even 
belong together;6 where researchers in gender studies have questioned the bipolar 
gender model, they have often moved away from the decidedly feminist stance.7

Art historical gender studies continues to concentrate largely on the modern age, 
and the theoretical system and conceptual tools have been developed in relation 
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to the art of this later period.8 It is no mean task to transfer this to a medieval 
framework and, at the same time, to furnish a historical interpretation which cor-
responds to the actual relationship between gender and art in the various periods 
of the Middle Ages.9 It must be emphasized that gender, as well as the perception 
of “male” and “female,” are just as dependent on the historical period as are most 
other aspects of life, and hence should be interpreted in their historical context.

It is no exaggeration to say that gender as an analytical concept has entered 
mainstream art history. For a long time, however, the established discipline of 
medieval studies resisted considering gender as an analytical perspective,10 and 
the sparse source material extant from the Middle Ages only served to reinforce 
this reluctance. Artistic activities in general were poorly recorded and the lives 
of women, unless they were of noble birth, were barely acknowledged – or were 
even deliberately excluded from mention – by medieval authors.11

The investigation of the relationship between women and art in the Middle 
Ages is additionally complicated by the fact that the art historian needs not only 
to be thoroughly familiar with the actual works of art, but also to have a clear 
picture of the general mentality prevalent at that time with regard to women, and 
of their legal, social, economic, religious, and cultural status. For this, it is abso-
lutely essential to study the contemporary sources, which are however seldom 
available in translation, and often not even in printed form. Thus, so as to be able 
to properly analyze the role of women in medieval art, art history needs, even 
more than modern theories and methods, to turn to the questions being asked 
and the results obtained in related disciplines. The subject requires scholars to be 
ready and willing to work in an interdisciplinary mode, sometimes even to the 
extent of undertaking primary research in another discipline, since, even though 
for example gender studies in history is relatively advanced, it is still far from sup-
plying all of the results needed to write the history of gender and art in the central 
centuries of the Middle Ages. Still today, the biographies of many outstanding 
medieval women, who have acted in great numbers as initiators of buildings and 
donors of art works, have not received due attention from a consistent gender 
studies perspective. There are exceptions to this rule, such as Eleanor of Aquita-
ine, whose life and work have of late been at the heart of several studies examin-
ing the degree of agency she had as the duchess of Aquitaine as well as queen of 
France and England.12 By contrast, there still has not been published an adequate 
biography of Blanche of Castile, the mother of Saint Louis.13 Positive develop-
ments have taken place concerning research on crucial works related to women, 
such as the Hortus Deliciarum of the Hohenburg Abbey in Alsace.14

Women Artists

In the beginning of what can be called the “gender turn,” the focus predom-
inantly lay on a quest for forgotten women artists, pursued within the frame-
work of traditional art history.15 However, subsequent works by women authors 



	G  e n d e r  a n d   M e d i e va l  A rt 	 197

adopting a radically feminist position have gone far beyond these initial steps. 
They realized that evaluating female artists from the traditional art historical view-
point meant that they could never occupy any place other than outsider, at best. It 
therefore became necessary to radically question the concept of artistic greatness 
as defined by men, as well as the established canon for teaching this in univer-
sities.16 Researchers studying both male and female artists were required to pay 
more attention to the social environment in which men and women lived and 
worked.17 This entails an examination of how women managed, in the midst of 
a world where all the major decisions were taken by men, to create a situation 
in which they were able to develop their artistic and intellectual abilities and to 
become artists themselves or to exert some active influence, be it as an artist or 
patron, upon art.

The question as to whether or not it is worthwhile researching women artists 
from the Middle Ages is debatable, since so little information about them is avail-
able (as indeed is also the case for male artists). But one thing is certain: It is unac-
ceptable to ascribe all anonymous works to male artists.18 The point of departure for 
research on medieval women artists was a now famous lecture by Dorothy Miner 
entitled “Anastaise and Her Sisters,” which is still a major source for most authors 
writing on the subject. Her examples serve to demonstrate that both religious and 
secular women were involved in the production of books during the Middle Ages.

Among the women artists of the twelfth century some researchers count two 
of the great names of the day, Hildegard of Bingen (1098–1196) and Herrad, 
abbess of Hohenburg/Mount St Odile in Alsace (1117–1197). Their status as 
artists is however the subject of much contention and therefore they will be dis-
cussed separately in the next section.19 In spite of the art‐related deeds of these 
two great abbesses being critically scrutinized, the transcription and illustration of 
books were certainly among those artistic activities in which women participated 
in large numbers throughout the entire Middle Ages. Women manifested con-
siderable self‐confidence in this area and in certain cases, such as the painter and 
scribe Guda in a Frankfurt Homiliary, this is expressed in both word and image.20 
Yet, the case of Guda especially demonstrates that the self‐portrayal of female 
artists is unmarked by gender. Rather, the female illuminator fashions herself in a 
manner akin to male artists and scribes.21

It seems fair to assume that the self‐image, relatively well documented, of 
scribes and illuminators can be transposed to women artists in other fields. Along 
with book production, it was in the textile arts that women were most frequently 
active; in this area however there is a lack of written source material, so that 
very little can be directly deduced about the self‐awareness of an embroiderer or 
a weaver – although their work was often greatly appreciated by highly placed 
patrons (for example Mabel of Bury St. Edmunds at the court of Henry III of 
England, 1216–1272).22

The best‐known embroidery of the Middle Ages, the Bayeux Tapestry (fig. 8-1), 
made after the Battle of Hastings in 1066, has also been linked to women. How-
ever, there is no mention of the tapestry in any contemporary source (the first 
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reference is in 147623), and the identity of the person who commissioned it as 
well as of the place where it was made have been the subject of controversy since 
the eighteenth century. Nowadays, the predominant view is that the embroi-
dery was made in England (probably at St. Augustine’s, Canterbury) and that it 
was designed by a monk who was familiar with the manuscript illuminations at 
Canterbury. The romantic notion that it was Queen Mathilda and her ladies who 
embroidered the hanging has long been refuted. Likewise, the long‐promoted 
opinion that Bishop Odo of Bayeux, William the Conqueror’s half‐brother, had 
commissioned the embroidery has been questioned by more recent literature.24 
Moreover, the extent to which women actually participated in the embroi-
dering is still under debate.25 Recently it has been suggested that the nuns of 
Barking Abbey, who had formed a close association in prayer with the monks of 
St. Augustine’s, were conducting the actual embroidering.26

Figure 8-1  Mourning woman at the deathbed of King Edward the Confessor, Bayeux 
Tapestry, after 1066. Bayeux: Musée de la tapisserie (p. 131).



	G  e n d e r  a n d   M e d i e va l  A rt 	 199

Apart from those working on books or textiles, only a very small number of 
women can be identified as artists in other fields. In the Paris tax lists, there 
is mention of female glass‐painters and glass‐makers,27 and several women are 
listed as working in the building trade, termed “maçonne” or “charpentière” (the 
female forms of mason and carpenter). Women on the building sites, however, 
mostly constituted an unskilled and poorly paid part of the workforce and as such 
can hardly be regarded as having assumed an artistic role.28 Their lack of mobility 
was, furthermore, a barrier to their participation in the monumental arts; hence it 
is hardly surprising to discover that the sculptress Sabina von Steinbach was in fact 
a figment of the imagination of a sixteenth‐century chronicler.29

Finally, we must ask why art history up until now has treated women artists 
as marginal, at best. From the time of the Renaissance and above all from the 
nineteenth century onwards, when art history became established as an academic 
discipline, those arts involved in the production of books and textiles have been 
attributed a lowly status in comparison with the “high” arts of painting, monu-
mental sculpture, and architecture. The patrons of art in the Middle Ages, how-
ever, recognized no such modern idea of hierarchy.30 The gold work of the vasa 
sacra and reliquaries, the precious textiles for use in the decoration of churches 
and altars or as liturgical vestments, stained glass, and beautifully presented books 
were all prized above painting as such (which was also outranked by sculpture 
as the traditional medium of the cult image). It is therefore an anachronism on 
the part of modern art historians to treat these medieval precious art objects as 
marginal works of inferior artistic value.31 If the hierarchy of the arts that was 
prevalent in the eleventh to thirteenth centuries is taken seriously, then the artistic 
work of women at that time accordingly assumes central importance.

Hildegard of Bingen and Herrad of Hohenburg

Three illustrated manuscripts of works by Hildegard are known: two of them 
date from the thirteenth century, the third is a copy of the twelfth‐century Ru-
pertsberg Liber Scivias. This manuscript was perhaps produced in the lifetime of 
the authoress, and possibly even in the convent at Rupertsberg itself; however, 
the original disappeared in World War II and now only a copy produced between 
1927 and 1933 is available for study.

The question of Hildegard of Bingen’s role in the illustration of her manuscripts 
is highly contentious, and today’s academic circles are split into two factions.32 
Saurma‐Jeltsch and Suzuki give priority to the text:33 in their opinion, Hildegard 
made notes on what she had seen and heard in her visions and had transcriptions 
made on which professional illustrators based the images. Caviness, on the other 
hand, ascribes to Hildegard a distinct artistic role, assuming that she provided the 
illustrators with detailed sketches on which to base their work.34 The dating of the 
manuscript is essential to the validation of either hypothesis, but this too is open 
to debate. Most authors do agree that the Liber Scivias of Rupertsberg was created 
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during Hildegard’s lifetime, but the exact dates advanced vary between 1160 and 
1181. Saurma‐Jeltsch and others categorically date the work toward the end of 
this time span. Whereas Caviness considers the illustrations as a direct representa-
tion of Hildegard’s mystical experiences, Saurma‐Jeltsch sees them as an interpre-
tation of these experiences based on the text. Caviness and Claussen, by contrast, 
interpret the illustrations as Hildegard’s own intellectual and artistic expression, 
and associate their unusual character with the aura typical of migraine. Hildegard, 
however, described her visions as an intellectual achievement, as defined by Saint 
Augustine.35 A more finely differentiated idea of Hildegard’s part in the creation 
of the texts and illustrations has been offered recently. Hildegard presents herself 
in both the prologue and the author’s portrait as a divinely inspired author, by 
making allusion to the images of Moses, Gregory the Great, St. John, and the 
Sybils.36 In this interpretation, text and images are copies of the divine exemplar, 
and so the two mediums can be deemed equally valuable, being nourished by the 
same source.

The Hortus Deliciarum, in which Herrad compiled the theological knowledge 
of her time for the women of her convent, presents similar problems. Just like the 
Liber Scivias, it is unique, and no longer available in the original. The Hortus was 
destroyed in 1870 and partially reconstructed in 1979 based on copies of the text 
and the images made in the nineteenth century.37 As is the case for Hildegard, the 
role of Herrad in the creation of the illustrations is disputed. While the occasional 
author refers to Herrad without prevarication as the artist,38 others regard her pri-
marily as the compiler of the texts. Up until now it has only been possible to link 
the copies of the original miniatures with some of the stained glass in Strasbourg 
Cathedral, and with a parchment flabellum in the British Library.39 Since the 
stained glass would hardly have been made anywhere other than Strasbourg itself, 
it can be concluded that the painters of the images in the Hortus were also active 
in northern Alsace. Therefore, the possibility should be considered that Herrad 
may well have been able to call in illuminators (from Strasbourg?) to carry out the 
commission. To sum it up, it is questionable whether Hildegard and Herrad can 
properly be called artists – unless the term artist is redefined for the Middle Ages 
to contain the idea that the mental conception of a work of art is just as much an 
artistic activity as is its material execution.40

The Female Image in Romanesque and Gothic Art

Until recently, the issue of the image of woman in the Middle Ages, next to 
the quest for female artists, has been central to gender studies and feminist art 
history.41 Only in very recent times has the focus of interest shifted to an exam-
ination of options for activity available to women within a gender specific sys-
tem informed by asymmetrical power relations.42 However, let us return to the 
question of what image of woman was conveyed through medieval visual arts. It 
should of course be borne in mind that the surviving portrayals do not represent 
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reality, but rather convey the ideals and norms of the age.43 These in turn were 
primarily determined from a theological, and hence male, viewpoint, since the 
vast majority of the depictions of women originated in a religious context. More-
over, medieval images are rarely socially representative, their subject matter being 
heavily informed by the culture of the upper classes. The most important function 
of these images was to provide an appropriate role model for women, i.e. the 
images were meant to serve onlookers as instruments for the construction of their 
own gender.44 Research into the medieval female image has led to two diametri-
cally opposed conclusions: Frugoni and Caviness form a fairly negative impression 
of women’s position,45 whereas McKitterick and Goetz tend to the positive.46 
Indeed many gender art historical studies demonstrate that women, in spite of the 
unequal power structures between the sexes and the fact that their position was 
subjected to change which often led to a deterioration of their status, were able to 
occupy spaces that afforded them a heightened degree of agency.47

Numerous portrayals of women have survived in the funerary arts or as donor 
or owner portraits.48 The oldest extant figural tombs date back to the eleventh 
century, and among them can be found monuments for female founders, for 
example, the abbesses of Quedlinburg from c.1100.49 A new publication that 
offers a thoroughgoing discussion of queens’ tombs in the European Middle Ages 
demonstrates that the forms and motives encountered differ only slightly from 
those of kings’ final resting places. Quite obviously, in the face of death, there 
was no consideration of gender‐specific portrayals of queens.50 In addition to the 
religious theme of hope that the soul would be judged worthy of joining the just, 
the images on the tombs primarily denote the women’s standing as prominent 
members of the royal family.

Extant works of art designed for secular use, from which we could gain an 
insight into the female image outside of religion, are also rare in the period from 
1100 to 1300. The most important is probably the previously mentioned Bayeux 
Tapestry. The latter can however be taken as evidence that society at that time 
accorded women a purely marginal role in public life: of the 626 figures depicted, 
a mere four are women (fig. 8-1).51 A much more useful group of pictures of 
women on non‐religious objects is constituted by personal seals.52 On the seals 
the women were nearly always pictured standing, and easily identified as female 
by their physical characteristics. Abbesses in general, queens and empresses in the 
Holy Roman Empire were depicted with the symbols of their office.53

The concepts of vision and “the gaze” are of great importance in the visual 
arts. With regard to women, both had negative connotations from a medieval 
viewpoint, for, particularly in the relationship between the sexes, they were con-
sidered dangerous.54 A woman was not supposed to attract a man’s attention with 
provocative glances; she should on the contrary be completely invisible to male 
eyes. The proscription, on moral grounds, of looking is in contradiction to all of 
the guidance on devotional practice given to the women by their spiritual super-
visors.55 They were advised to imagine the Life of Christ and the saints in both 
mental and actual images. Thus, in a religious context, vision and looking could 
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only have had positive connotations. This view is confirmed in the writings of 
Saint Bonaventura who ascribed positive qualities to the faculty of sight when it 
fostered pious sentiments. Hence women visionaries were no longer inclined to 
accept the gaze as a male privilege.56

Recently, the idea of scopophilia has been associated with the images of female 
martyrs, to postulate that the depicted torture of these sensual virgins actually 
fulfilled hidden sexual longings. However, this view fails to take into account the 
internalized piety of the eleventh century and later, which demanded affective 
participation in the sufferings of Christ and the martyrs. Also, if these images of 
the torture of holy maidens really did serve to satisfy the sado‐erotic desires of 
clerics, this would have to be authenticated by the medieval sources, over and 
above any explanation based on Freudian theory.57 From what has been said until 
now, it seems to me that the interpretation of these images as stimuli for empathy, 
or as souvenirs of personal experience, is more convincing,58 particularly in those 
pictures, created for women, in which the expression of the compassio, or affective 
compassion, constituted a central element.

Women Patrons

For some time now it has been evident that, because of the available sources, 
research on medieval women patrons would probably be more fruitful than the 
quest for unknown female artists or the image of woman in medieval art. This 
has indeed been verified in many case studies,59 but there have been few wide‐
reaching surveys of female patronage which would allow an analysis of trends 
and patterns. Exceptions are the book by Loveday Lewes Gee which researches a 
group of English women patrons in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, an 
extensive article by Madeline Caviness devoted to the period from the eleventh 
to the early fourteenth century, and the volumes edited by Therese Martin about 
the role of women in medieval arts.60 These texts present a very different picture 
of the opportunities open to female patrons. While Gee and the contributors to 
Martin’s volumes are convinced that women – given the will, the necessary net-
work of relationships, and the corresponding financial means – could express their 
own ideas through their commissions, Caviness regards these women’s choices as 
extremely limited.61

The biographies of women like the German queens Anna (d. 1281, fig. 8-2) 
and Elisabeth (d. 1313, fig. 8-3), consorts of the two first kings of the Haps-
burg Dynasty,62 as well as Eleanor of Aquitaine (d. 1204),63 Blanche of Castile  
(d. 1252),64 or Marguerite of Burgundy (d. 1308),65 to name but a few, provide 
abundant material for the study of female patronage. I will limit my observations to 
only one aspect of the subject which has been heavily shaped by gender – namely, 
the responsibilities of medieval noblewomen for the preparation of the tombs 
for deceased relatives, and for the donations made in memory of the dead.66 
Fasting, the giving of alms, prayer, and the donation of masses for the deceased 



Figure 8-2  Tomb of Queen Anna, Basel Cathedral, c.1280. © Basler Denkmapflege, 
Sammlung Münsterphoto. Source: photo by J. Koch, c.1893 (p. 134).
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were already mentioned by the chronicler Thietmar von Merseburg (975–1018) 
as being among a woman’s duties, and those belonging to the social elite were 
obliged to emulate this ideal to a high degree. With the consent of husband or 
son, they endowed monasteries, where the religious communities were placed 
under obligation to remember and pray for the souls of the deceased family mem-
bers. Women who belonged to the higher social classes often disposed of enough 
wealth to enable them to bestow rich gifts on these institutions: Eleanor’s stained 
glass which she donated for the central window at Poitiers Cathedral is but one 
example of this (fig. 8-4).67

Moreover the female patrons nearly always wanted to secure a home for them-
selves in widowhood and prepare their own burial place. With the exception 
of Queen Anna, who was buried in Basel Minster (fig. 8-2),68 all of the ladies 
mentioned above chose as their resting place institutions which they had them-
selves founded or endowed. The German queen Elizabeth was interred in the 
crypt of the abbey church at Königsfelden in 1316 (fig.  8-3).69 Eleanor of 
Aquitaine chose to be buried in Fontevrault Abbey at the side of her husband 
and her son.70 Blanche of Castile established the tradition of double burial in the 

Figure 8-3  Elisabeth of Carinthia, Queen of Germany (d. 1313), 1555 after a stained 
glass panel of c.1360. Vienna: Österreichische Nationalbibliothek, cod. 8614*, fol. 233r. 
Source: photo courtesy of Bildarchiv Österreichische Nationalbibliothek (p. 135).
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French royal family, by deciding on the abbey which she had founded at Mau-
buisson near Pontoise for the burial of her body and Le Lys Abbey, near Melun 
as the resting place for her heart.71 She entrusted both institutions to Cistercian 
nuns. Marguerite of Burgundy had her tomb prepared in the hospital at Tonnerre 
which she had founded in 1293.72

The women mentioned above were involved, often intensively, in the planning 
and construction of their monasteries. It was, for example, in all probability Blanche 
of Castile who chose as builders for the monasteries of Lys and Maubuisson the 
team who had previously worked on the abbey of Royaumont.73 The actual 
involvement of women patrons in the choice of craftsmen was likewise confirmed 
by Gee.74 On the other hand, the style of a building does not necessarily permit 
an easy interpretation of the wishes of the benefactor. Precisely the institutions 
mentioned here, such as Maubuisson, Le Lys, or the hospital at Tonnerre, offer 
few concrete stylistic details which would enable scholars to associate them with 
any specific model.

The express wishes of female patrons are often no easier to determine with 
regard to the visual arts. Eleanor of Aquitaine (d. 1204) survived both her hus-
band and her son, Richard the Lionheart. It would seem reasonable to assume 
that the queen would have arranged a suitable monument for her relatives and 
herself in the nuns’ choir of the church. However, the dating and status of preser-
vation of the funeral effigies is still open to dispute.75 Nevertheless the late dating 

Figure 8-4  Eleanor of Aquitaine and Henry II with their children as donors 
of a stained glass window, stained glass, Poitiers Cathedral, c.1165. Paris: UMR 
8150 – Centre André Chastel. Source: photo Karine Boulanger (p. 136).
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of the tombs to 1220 should be reconsidered in the light of the particular respon-
sibilities of women toward their dead. Moreover, contrary to her husband’s and 
son’s, Eleanor’s effigy shows her reading a book. However, it is open to debate 
whether the queen’s eyes were originally open or closed. The current condition 
of the sepulcher no longer allows any conclusions to be drawn. Most possibly, 
the chopped off hands holding the book, the nose, and the polychromy had only 
been restored after 1840 on the basis of drawings by Gaignières.76

The tombs of Blanche of Castile and Marguerite of Burgundy were destroyed in 
the turmoil of the French Revolution.77 The patrons of the monastery of Königs-
felden, queens Elisabeth (fig. 8-3) and Agnes, found their final resting place there, 
in the crypt under a simple sarcophagus, void of images, which served as the focus 
for the ceremonies in memory of the deceased members of the Hapsburg family.78 
The treasury records and the few remaining textiles from this period afford but a 
glimpse of the pomp and magnificence of these memorial services.79 In Königs-
felden and in Tonnerre (fig. 8-5), some of the original stained glass has survived.80 
However, neither glazing scheme incorporates any specifically female theme: in 
Königsfelden the accent is placed on general aspects of piety, and in both locations 
the royal status of the founders is given pre‐eminence. This observation can in 
fact be regarded as a generalization when considering the wishes of patrons in the 
Middle Ages: both men and women perceived themselves primarily as members of 
a certain social class, and only in second place as representatives of their gender;81 
their attitudes and behavior were therefore shaped accordingly.

Figure 8-5  Portrait of a queen, stained glass, Tonnerre Hospital, c.1295. Paris: UMR 
8150: Centre André Chastel, Inventory No. 14. Source: photo Françoise Gatouillat (p. 137).
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The Role of Women in the Use of Devotional Images

In the changing spirituality of the monasticism of the eleventh and twelfth cen-
turies can be found the roots of what has been dismissively labeled “popular 
piety.”82 A characteristic of this was the use of devotional images, primarily by 
the laity, which stood in marked contrast to the austere Cistercian proscription 
of images. The phenomenon was perceived as resulting from the decline of the 
monasticism of the High Middle Ages and, because of its permeation by the ver-
nacular, as the opposite of “high” Latin culture. A strict differentiation was made 
between this popular piety and the devoutness of the elite. Jeffrey Hamburger, 
in the closing chapter of his masterly study on the Rothschild Canticles (created 
for a woman in c.1300) considered anew this idea, which had long been accepted 
by art historians and specialists in religious history alike.83 He actually presents 
no less than a new, positively oriented history of the use of devotional images in 
the Late Middle Ages; and he demonstrates how in particular the communities 
of nuns in the Rhineland made a significant contribution to this field.84 Never-
theless, women alone could not have been totally responsible for the change in 
attitude to images, for, as nuns, the care of their souls was dependent on men, 
who alone were authorized to administer the sacraments. Hamburger therefore 
stresses that the way in which women related to images and to their use must be 
studied within this framework, assuming thereby the cooperation between the 
nuns and their spiritual advisers.85

Men wrote books for women to use as guidance in their devotional practices 
from the eleventh century onwards. Anselm of Canterbury composed his prayers 
for Matilda of Tuscany (1046–1115).86 Mention should also be made of the richly 
illustrated psalter, made in the monks’ scriptorium at St. Albans, for the use of the 
anchoress Christina of Markyate (Albani‐Psalter: St. Godehard’s at Hildesheim).87 
However, Hamburger emphasizes that these women were not merely passive 
recipients of the manuscripts but took an active part in the transcription of the 
texts and the creation of the illustrations. In the case of the Rothschild Canti-
cles, he was able to show that the compiler incorporated German texts88 that 
were so unusual that they can only have been included at the express wish of the 
German‐speaking owner. Her influence also extended to the illustrations, which 
are informed by the metaphorical language of the mystics.89

A close connection between the images created for female mystics and the 
visions they experienced has long been noted in research.90 Since authors have, 
however, assumed that the definitive spirituality of the Middle Ages was predi-
cated upon a standard without images, as ordained by Saint Bernard of Clairvaux, 
the role which images played in visions has necessarily been evaluated as nega-
tive. Thus, most authors have judged these women on a criterion which has been 
devised by modern research but which for the women themselves was completely 
irrelevant. They in fact deliberately shaped their visions with the aid of real pic-
tures. In the same way, they made use of accepted, familiar biblical and liturgi-
cal metaphors to describe their mystical experiences in writing. Without such a 
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picturesque language, they would not have been able to communicate their expe-
riences in a comprehensible manner. Gertrude of Helfta quoted Christ himself as 
the authority for this, when she had him say in a vision that sensual devotional 
experience should not be disparaged, because only through such experience can 
the human soul apprehend invisible truths.91

Although Jeffrey Hamburger’s research focuses on the period after 1300, he 
does address the beginnings of the development of the use of devotional images 
by women in one important study.92 Until the thirteenth century, the psalter was 
the usual prayer book of the nuns and of the laity.93 The first psalters to include a 
series of full‐page miniatures (mostly of the life of Christ) at the front originated 
in England around 1050. To the early examples of this type can be counted the 
psalter of Christina of Markyate (c.1120/30) mentioned above. At almost the 
same time, the first illustrated prayer books were produced; they display an even 
closer connection between prayer and image than do the psalters, by presenting 
an illustration on the facing page to one or more texts. In the first half of the 
twelfth century, the copious illustration of a prayer book was such an innovation 
that the compiler of the St. Albans Psalter found it necessary to include one of 
Gregory the Great’s letters, in which he justifies the use of images.94

In analyzing the justification of the use of images in monastic circles, Ham-
burger identifies two relevant groups: nuns and male novices.95 Whereas the latter 
abandoned the use of images in their devotional practices after a certain time, the 
women remained permanently attached to devotional imagery. Medieval theo-
logians explained this continued need for the support of images in their devo-
tions as resulting from the more sensual and corporeal nature of women, which 
rendered them incapable of intellectual prowess. Hamburger’s observations based 
on the Rothschild Canticles are proof that the use of images from the twelfth, 
perhaps even the eleventh, century onwards by the confessors and the spiritual 
advisers in the context of the cura monialium, or pastoral care of nuns, corre-
sponded to a real demand on the part of the women and was not simply forced 
upon them.96 This positive reception of imagery by the nuns and their position 
between the clerics and laity predestined them for mediation between the two, 
so that their devotional practices based on images passed into general use by the 
thirteenth century at the latest.97 Women were therefore in large part responsible 
for the promotion of works of visual art to the status of objects which were greatly 
treasured as helping the soul in its efforts to find the way to God.

Monastic Architecture for Women

Whereas a mere decade ago the number of studies about architecture in women’s 
convents was deplorably low, the situation has in the meantime much improved.98 
The general neglect of the history of female monasticism in the past probably also 
partially explains the fact that, over time, the physical vestiges of many of these 
institutions have more or less disappeared.99 Nevertheless, as the latest studies 
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especially demonstrate, the remaining examples furnish enough architectural 
evidence to evoke a vivid picture of the life of the devout female members of the 
various orders. If the archives of the convents which have not disappeared are 
added to this, there is ample scope for present and future research.100

The master builder of the Middle Ages was confronted with a fundamental 
problem when planning the construction of either a double or female monastery, 
in that he had to strictly separate several groups of inhabitants or users: the male 
and female occupants of the monastery in the first case; the nuns and their male 
spiritual advisers within the cura monialium in the second.101 Similarly the build-
ings for the lay sisters and for the employees, as well as the agricultural buildings, 
had to be completely separate from the nuns’ living quarters. Furthermore, the 
observance of enclosure became more and more strict between the years 1100 
to 1300 (it was made obligatory in 1298), and necessitated adaptations in the 
arrangement of spaces within the convents.102

For the founding of a women’s monastery, the patron would generally obtain 
the consent of the bishop of the diocese. The endowment would have to contain 
provision for a priest or a community of monks for the cura monialium, and the 
charter would usually grant visiting rights to the bishop or his representative. This 
illustrates how the female convents, even though usually founded by women, had 
nevertheless in many respects to fit in with, and submit to, a structure defined 
by men; which in turn explains why the church and convent buildings of female 
monasteries were generally influenced by the architectural forms prevalent among 
the male orders.103 They were, however, nearly always built in a simplified form. 
The reason for this often lies in the smaller endowments made to female monas-
teries, but even the exceptions to this rule constituted by the institutions funded 
by highly placed patrons did not usually deviate from the ideal of simplicity.104 
This is clearly illustrated by a previously mentioned group of Cistercian monas-
teries, male and female, which were founded under the patronage of Blanche of 
Castile and Saint Louis: whereas the abbey church of Royaumont, a male institu-
tion, adopts the kind of construction typical of the Gothic cathedrals, the female 
abbeys of Maubuisson and Le Lys are much more austere. However, an evalua-
tion of these edifices based solely on their architectural style would be mistaken, 
for Maubuisson, as the burial place of the Queen, was of more importance than 
the much larger and more magnificent construction at Royaumont, which housed 
the tombs of the royal children who had died prematurely.105

The layout of monastery buildings for women and the structure of their 
churches differed by order and by region. Often it had to accommodate a com-
plicated topography, or perhaps to incorporate an already existing church, as was 
the case for the convent of Wienhausen and for the nunnery at St. Peter’s in Salz-
burg.106 Roberta Gilchrist emphasizes the greater flexibility of the plans for female 
as opposed to male monasteries; often not even the classical arrangement around 
a cloister is in evidence.107

In convent churches, the disposition and furnishing of the liturgical spaces 
posed a particular problem. Since many of these churches have now either 
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completely lost their furnishings and fittings, or indeed stand only in ruin, the 
original form and position of the nuns’ choir is often difficult to determine. 
The builders working for the religious orders came up with many, often highly 
individual, solutions for its location.108 Cistercian convents in German‐speaking 
regions often had churches built to a single‐vessel plan, with a simple choir, and a 
gallery with stalls at the west end. This model was also adopted by the mendicant 
orders, although it never became compulsory.109 In France, for example, the nuns’ 
choir was almost always placed on the same level as the liturgical choir.110

In most recent times, the number of studies on the construction of convent edi-
fices has increased, providing the much‐needed knowledge about the buildings the 
nuns inhabited.111 These buildings, far more so than the churches, have been altered 
in the course of time, so that uncovering their original layout would be difficult. 
On the other hand recent research confirms that bringing together clues and facts 
in this area can greatly contribute to our understanding of medieval convent life.112

Conclusion

This overview on the gender‐specific examination of art works testifies to a 
significant change in the ways in which this issue has been addressed in the course 
of the past 10 to 15 years. Research has filled many of the gaps lamented in the 
first version of this article in 2006, and in many respects, questions about gender 
can be regarded as having become mainstream in medieval art history. However, 
it is still the case that researchers interested in the women’s or gender history have 
to rely on older publications and have to try to make these serve their interpre-
tations. Other researchers are still attempting to integrate the material from the 
three central centuries of the Middle Ages into a highly intellectual theoretical 
framework and in this way to extract new understanding from the images. Both 
of these approaches are legitimate, but the results generated can only be regarded 
as credible if they withstand comparison with the original sources. The content 
and import of these set clearly defined limits to gender‐oriented interpretation.
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Gregory the Great and Image 
Theory in Northern Europe 

During the Twelfth and  
Thirteenth Centuries

Herbert L. Kessler

In two letters written around the year 600 to Serenus, bishop of Marseilles, Pope 
Gregory the Great provided material for a defense of images that was seldom 
challenged during the Middle Ages and that came to serve as a foundation of art 
making.1 According to the venerable pope, like other material things, pictures 
must not be adored; but they should also not be destroyed because represen-
tations of sacred events and saintly persons are useful for teaching the faith to 
gentiles and illiterate Christians, “who read in them what they cannot read in 
books,” and can serve to recall sacred history to the minds of the indoctrinated. 
Moreover, they activate emotions which, when properly channeled, lead the faith-
ful toward contemplation of God.

A practical response to a particular act of iconoclasm, Gregory’s statements 
about the value of art are not original, nor are they systematic or altogether clear. 
But they invested diverse earlier ideas about images with the authority of a “doctor 
ecclesiae,” thereby providing an unassailable response to Byzantine iconoclasm 
during the eighth and ninth centuries and to later criticisms of art. Bede cited 
them as early as 731, and they were continuously invoked from then on.2 More-
over, around the middle of the eighth century, someone in the Lateran, it would 
seem, interpolated a further defense of art into Gregory’s authentic letter to the 
recluse Secundinus, which came to be included in the Registrum Gregorii.3 Trans-
ferring to images the pope’s own claim (in his Homilies on Ezekiel, II.4.20) that 
Christ had “appeared visible to show us the invisible,”4 the Pseudo‐Gregory linked 
pictures directly to the Incarnation and underscored art’s function for stirring the 
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emotions of believers:5 “When you see the picture, you are inflamed in your soul 
with love of him whose image you wish to see. We do no harm in wishing to 
show the invisible by means of the visible.”6 Specifically, the interpolation refers 
to Savior’s birth, suffering, and glorification and, in so doing, assimilates images 
to Christ’s two natures,7 a claim that, following it, others began to reiterate. The 
ninth‐century Life of St. Maura, for instance, describes a church with statues of 
the Madonna and Child, crucified Christ, and Christ in Majesty.8

Because the Gregorian dicta did not constitute a reasoned theory, one aspect or 
another could be emphasized to suit a particular context of discussion or tradition 
of art production;9 and even though the letters themselves were circulated in the 
Registrum, the pope’s statements about images were generally known through 
excerpts introduced in debates on the subject. Thus, Theodulf of Orleans abridged 
the Serenus letters to suit his generally hostile stance toward religious art in the 
Libri carolini,10 while, in his reaction, Pope Hadrian adduced selected passages as 
evidence of the church’s traditional support of pictures.11 Gregory was cited in favor 
of images at the Paris Council of 825,12 but his “middle way” was also evoked to 
constrain those at the (erased) Eighth Ecumenical Council of 870 who had gone 
too far by advocating the “necessity of images.”13 In his influential Decretals (1008–
1012), Burchard of Worms provided a synopsis of the reply to Serenus (wrongly 
citing it as from the Secundinus letter);14 and at the Synod of Arras in 1025, Bishop 
Gerard I of Cambrai apparently delivered a sermon (incorporated in the council’s 
acts) in which he conflated the authentic dicta with the Pseudo‐Gregory.15

Transmitted in various forms, Gregory’s defense was taken for granted by the 
twelfth century when it was quoted by Gratian,16 Honorius Augustodunensis,17 
and others. At mid‐century, Herman‐Judah put it into the mouth of Rupert of 
Deutz to justify Christian art to a skeptical Jew;18 and 50 years later, the Cister-
cian author of the Pictor in Carmine began his tract with condensed paraphrases 
of Gregory’s claims that images can serve pedagogical and affective roles.19 In the 
thirteenth century, Alexander of Hales,20 Bonaventure,21 and Thomas Aquinas22 
promulgated three basic arguments in support of images, the so‐called triplex 
ratio that Honorius had distilled from the letters: instruction, affect, and recall.23 
At the start of his discussion of church decoration, William Durandus still deferred 
to Gregory: “Pictures and ornaments in churches are the lessons and scriptures 
of the laity” and then quoted the Serenus letter.24 Even within such seemingly 
mechanical repetition, the Gregorian claims acquired new shades of meaning, 
however; for example, when Honorius reduced the pope’s premises to three, he 
was tacitly acknowledging that iconoclasm was no longer much of an issue.25

Gregory the Great’s defense of art had its own history during the twelfth 
and thirteenth centuries, generated by the general acceptance of art, changing 
notions of the sacred, an evolving image cult, shifts in audience, and the growth 
of vernacular culture.26

An important part of that history was the melding with Greek image theory.27 
While Gregory had himself drawn on Eastern fathers to formulate his responses 
to the bishop of Marseilles,28 the incorporation of Basil the Great’s essential 
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claim that “the honor given to the image ascends to the prototype” is largely the 
Pseudo‐Gregory’s addition to the dicta, which actually subverts the Augustinian 
separation of physical sign and holy archetype underlying Gregory’s real state-
ments. Pope Hadrian buttressed the imported notion of transitus with teachings 
from the Second Council of Nicaea (787) and citations from the most influential 
of all Greek writers, Dionysius the Pseudo‐Areopagite.29 From the ninth century, 
the writings of the Pseudo‐Dionysius held a particular fascination in France where 
they were considered works of the patron saint, Denys; Hugh of St. Victor wrote 
a commentary on them which surely influenced Suger, who twice used the expres-
sion found in the ninth‐century Latin translations “de materialibus ad immate-
rialia.”30 By his day, however, the abbot of St.‐Denis would also have known the 
principle of anagogy from many other sources as well.31 Genuine Greek iconodulic 
theory re‐emerged in the twelfth century when Burgundio da Pisa translated John 
of Damascus’s De fide orthodoxa,32 and it entered the mainstream through Peter 
Lombard’s Sentences.33 Thomas Aquinas incorporated Aristotelean ideas into this 
newly expanded defense of images, asserting among other things that the devout 
could distinguish the physical object from the “rational creature” represented 
on it and, therefore, could be led to venerate not the representation but God 
himself.34 In this, he was attacked by Durandus of St. Pourçain and others who 
reiterated the basic tenet that images are arbitrary signs and hence veneration of 
them was idolatry.35

The infusion of Greek theory reinforced the relationship between material 
images and Christ’s two natures suggested in the Serenus letters and made 
explicit in the Pseudo‐Gregory; God can be pictured because he had assumed 
human form, but veneration is channeled mentally to his ineffable divinity. Pope 
Hadrian had already linked the image cult to Christ’s incarnation,36 a connection 
later strengthened through the appropriation of John of Damascus’s reasoned 
argument. It was not merely a theory. Already c.1000, an opening in the Hitda 
Codex (Darmstadt, Hessische Landes‐ und Hochschulbibliothek, MS 1640, fols. 
6v–7r) applied it to a picture of Christ in Majesty and proclaimed its essence in 
the accompanying titulus:

This visible image represents the invisible truth
Whose splendor penetrates the world through the four lights (Gospels) of his new 
doctrine.37

Not long afterward, the customary of the monastery of Fruttaria made the 
same distinction between the physical apprehension of a material image and see-
ing God himself with inner eyes.38 Alan of Lille gave formal expression to the idea: 
“they depict the image of Christ so that people can be led through those things 
seen to the invisible, and through signs, the archetypes are venerated”;39 and 
an illumination that must have resembled the initial cut from a twelfth‐century 
Rhenish Sacramentary (fig. 9-1a) brought the same idea to the mind of Sicard of 
Cremona: “In some books, the majesty of the Father and the cross of the crucifix 
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are portrayed so that it is almost as if we see present the one we are calling to, and 
the passion that is depicted imprints itself on the eyes of the heart.”40 A popular 
early twelfth‐century distich stresses art’s basis in the Christological economy. 
Inscribed on the back of a phylactery picturing Christ in heaven made c.1165 in 
Liège (fig. 9-2), it reads:

What you see here is not a representation of a god or a man;
this sacred image represents both god and man at one and the same time.41

Gregory had already linked the dual aspects of material images to bodily 
reactions before them, distinguishing physical prostration before the object from 

Figure 9-1  Cutting from a Sacramentary. Vienna: Albertina (inv. 22864r).
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mental veneration of the person depicted on it. Appropriating Byzantine dis-
tinctions and terminology, Alan of Lille differentiated the worship due to God 
from that properly accorded to images: “Christians should not exhibit to the 
creature the kind of adoration which is owed God (latria), but what the Greeks 
call dulia, which is owed to man and angel”42 – and he was followed in this by 
Thomas Aquinas among others.43 In a general counterclaim to those who held 
that Christian images were idolatrous, this response became central;44 thus, an 
inscription around the portrait of Christ exhorts viewers to “revere the image of 
Christ by kneeling before it when you pass by it; but in doing this make sure you 
do not worship the image but rather him whom it represents.”45

More than any other element of his letters, Gregory’s equation of pictures with 
sacred writ resonated in the later reiterations.46 The Majestas Domini at the front of 
the Hitda Codex, for example, renders visual the point spelled out in the titulus: the 
essential unity of the four written accounts that follow in the manuscript derives from 
the person of Christ, whose earthly history they record. In the Albertina miniature, 
word and image are actually made one. The cross on which Christ hangs is the T of 
the “Te igitur,” the opening prayer of the Mass; and the picture of the “Throne of 
Mercy” embellished with a chalice realizes the very essence of the words that in the 
performed liturgy connected Christ’s historic sacrifice to God alive in heaven.47

Figure 9-2  Mosan enamel. St. Petersburg: Hermitage (inv. Φ 171).
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Gregory had imagines of the sort depicted in the Hitda Gospels and on the Vi-
enna cutting and St. Petersburg enamel less in mind, however, than depictions of 
events that had taken place in the world and had been witnessed by humans; and 
his claims about historiae were particularly influential on later theory. Narrative 
art was deemed both less likely than portraiture to provoke dangerous veneration 
and more effective for teaching because it could capture attention with its drama 
and then lead the faithful to an understanding of the meaning of the pictured 
event.48 Thus, in advocating the picturing of scriptural events in churches, the 
Pictor in Carmine asserted: “since the eyes of our contemporaries are apt to be 
caught by a pleasure that is not only vain, but even profane … it is an excusable 
concession they should enjoy at least that class of pictures that can put forward 
divine things to the unlearned.”49 And Peter of Celle maintained that, because of 
their mnemonic capacity, images abrogate the prohibition of images in Deuter-
onomy.50

How narrative art worked is evident in frescoes painted c.1200 in the church 
of St. Johann at Müstair in south Tirol (fig. 9-3).51 Painted at eye level in the 
apse, the martyrdom of the dedicatory saint is staged in a highly dramatic fash-
ion, not only the beheading but also Salome’s dance before Herod. The back-
drop of profane music, dancing, chatting people, and banqueting immediately 
engages the senses, providing a stark contrast to the ghastly execution and hence 
meditating on the relationship between earthly pleasures and holy sacrifice. His 
head shown being brought to the table on a charger, John is identified with the 
Sacraments; and his whole body is offered for contemplation in the depictions of 

Figure 9-3  Central apse of St. Johann, Müstair. Source: photo by Herbert L. Kessler.
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his funeral procession and solemn burial. Herod Antipas, in turn, is portrayed as 
a kind of anti‐Christ, flanked by Herodias and a man of Galilee, that is, by two 
anti‐intercessors demanding John’s life. Literally inverted like a personification of 
Pride, the dancing Salome signals the result of sensual preoccupation and, in so 
doing, suggests the viewers’ proper response, which is to turn their own heads 
and thoughts away from the earth and toward heaven. There above, flanking a 
window, depictions of the five wise virgins and five foolish virgins (Matthew 25: 
1–13) remind them that, as preparation for meeting the celestial Judge, they must 
forsake worldly pleasures.

The dramatically presented events and saint’s pain would surely have evoked 
in pious believers at Müstair the “ardor of compunction” that Gregory had 
hoped would result from making past happenings present and that was explic-
itly extended to depictions of saints at the Synod of Arras: “through them minds 
are excited interiorly to contemplation of the working of divine grace, and also 
through their deeds we are influenced in our own behavior.”52 Alluding to Hor-
ace through Gregory, William Durandus summed up art’s affective role suc-
cinctly: “painting seems to move the soul more than writing; by a painting a deed 
done is set before the eyes.”53 As the Pseudo‐Gregory had already pointed out, 
by recalling the saint’s presence, simple portraits too evoked compassion: “like 
scripture, the image returns the Son of God to our memory and equally delights 
the soul concerning the resurrection and softens it concerning the passion.” In 
1249, imitating “Gregory’s” gift to Secundinus, Jacques Panteléon of Troyes 
(later Pope Urban IV) sent a copy of the Mandylion to his sister in the monastery 
of Montreuil‐les‐Dames near Laon, so that “through contemplation of the image 
the nuns’ pious affections might be more inflamed so that their minds might be 
made purer.”54 Around the same time, Matthew Paris included a representation 
of the Holy Face in a Psalter (London, British Library, MS Arundel 157) “in 
order for the soul be stirred to devotion.”55 Emotions aroused by pictures facili-
tated the transfer of contemplation from the object before the eyes to the spiritual 
reality beyond and piqued and fixed memory. The Pseudo‐Gregory had likened 
an image of Christ to the portrait of a departed lover; and, in the middle of the 
twelfth century, Nicholas Maniacutius applied the same idea when he compared 
the Lateran Acheropita to portraits of the deceased kept by mourners.56

When Gregory defended art to Serenus of Marseilles at the end of the sixth 
century, the audience he imagined comprised pagans, peasants, and perhaps 
Jews;57 as Christianity became firmly planted in Gaul and elsewhere, the target 
group was continually redefined.58 The dicta were invoked in the adversos Judaeos 
disputes, such as Herman‐Judah’s encounter with Rupert of Deutz; but with art 
now an article of orthodox faith, they were also used as a weapon against heresy, 
as in Gerard of Cambrai’s sermon and Alan of Lille’s anti‐Albigensian De fide 
catholica.

Steadily, the dicta were redirected toward the Christian laity. Gerard had already 
pointed toward “illiterati” as well as “simplices,” presumably to distinguish true 
rustics from those simply unable to read; and, recognizing that pictures served 
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the whole Christian community, Honorius replaced Gregory’s “gentes” and 
“idiotae” with “laici” and, substituting “clerici” for “litterati,”59 contrasted the 
laity with clerics.60 In this, he was followed not only by William Durandus, but 
also Alan of Lille,61 John Beleth,62 Sicard of Cremona,63 and, a little after 1233, by 
Guillaume, bishop of Bourges, who asserted that “we make images because, just 
as scripture is the words of clerics, so images are the words of the lay.”64 About the 
same time, the dicta entered secular histories such as the Hohenburg chronicle;65 
with Gregory in mind, Matthew Paris explained that he had translated the life of 
King Edward into French for those who could not read Latin and into pictures 
for “ceux qui les lettres ne scavent.”66

The lay audience itself was not uniformly illiterate. The Council of 870 had 
already included the learned (sapientes) along with the uneducated (idiotae) in 
its discussion of images. The Pictor in Carmine is explicit that the “libri laico-
rum” were useful for both “simplices” and “literati,” teaching the one group and 
eliciting the love of scripture in the other; and it imagined an audience able to 
identify episodes from the New Testament by means of simple labels. The ubiq-
uitous captions in medieval art and the inclusion of material images within books 
establish that pictures were intended also for those able to read.67 Thus, while 
defending pictures as “the books of the lay,” Peter Comestor assumed that the 
readers of his Historia Scholastica were iconographically as well as textually literate 
when he explained the presence of the ox and ass at the birth of Christ.68 Abbot 
Suger noted that the reliefs on the (now lost) altar of St.‐Denis were “intelligible 
only to the literate”;69 and his stained glass windows are ample evidence that only 
those capable of understanding the inscribed words would have comprehended 
the full meaning of his art.70

Pictures served the clergy, as well.71 Suger remarked that Christ depicted on 
the front of his golden crucifix was to be “in the sight of the sacrificing priest”;72 
and the illuminated initial in Vienna was intended for an officiant at Mass versed 
in Trinitarian speculations.73 Because they were both literate and had rejected the 
sensual world, monks, of all groups, were thought not to need art.74 Even while 
permitting bishops to introduce pictures in churches to “stimulate the devotion of 
a carnal people with material ornaments because they cannot do so with spiritual 
ones,” Bernard of Clairvaux, for example, disallowed art in monasteries”;75 and 
the Pictor in Carmine implied the same distinction when it permitted “paintings in 
churches, especially cathedral and parish churches.”76 In fact, however, art thrived 
in monasteries throughout the Middle Ages. The Moralia in Job illustrated at  
Cîteaux c.1111 (Dijon, Bib. Mun. MS 168–170, 173), for instance, deploys a 
range of fantastic and mundane figures to gloss the text as spiritual struggle and 
monastic meditation.77 Jerome’s Commentary on Daniel, Minor Prophets, and 
Ecclesiastes (Dijon, Bib. Mun. MS 132) produced in the same monastery a decade 
or so later is adorned with complex frontispieces that, in accord with the accompa-
nying text, use sophisticated visual devices to represent the harmony of scripture 
and the relationship of written prophecy to the liturgy.78 Hugh of St. Victor’s Mys-
tic Ark comprises lectures delivered to monks in which an elaborate wall painting 
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was the principal didactic instrument;79 and Adam the Premonstratensian’s De 
tripartito tabernaculo is organized around a diagram of Moses’ tabernacle so that 
the monks could construct a harmony between “what they read in the book and 
saw in the picture.”80 Propelled by new forms of female spirituality, such images 
as the Holy Face given to the monastery of Montreuil‐les‐Dames acquired special 
importance during the thirteenth century in the devotional practices of nuns.81

Like the distinction between literate and illiterate, the difference between 
secular and lay was not clear cut. Thus, while advising that “Genesis is to be read 
in a book, not on the wall” and rejecting art’s utility for “teachers,” Hugh of 
Fouilloy addressed the illustrated Aviarium to a lay‐brother of his Augustinian 
monastery and, accordingly, adjusted the argument to persons with some educa-
tion but still needing pedagogical aids. For members of such intermediary groups, 
pictures are useful because they clarified complicated texts: “For just as the learned 
man delights in the subtlety of the written word, so the intellect of simple folk is 
engaged by the simplicity of a picture.”82 Building on the Gregorian discussion of 
the two watchtowers of faith,83 the prologue miniature in a late twelfth‐century 
Burgundian exemplar of the Aviarium pictures the imagined system (Heiligen-
kreuz, Abbey, MS 226, fol. 129v): A knight brings the laity (symbolized by the 
birds) to be converted to the monastic rule through words and pictures.84

As the miniature and diagrams in the Heiligenkreuz manuscript attest, 
mundane themes were also not always separated from religious ones. The psal-
ter illuminated between 1121 and 1145 at St. Alban’s monastery (Hildesheim, 
Dombibliothek, St. Godehard, MS 1, p. 72; fig. 9-4), for instance, deploys a 
chivalric motif to make a spiritual argument; prefacing the scripture, a picture of 
two battling knights is glossed as evidence that things of this world seen carnally 
are to be understood spiritually.85 What that understanding might be remains 
ambiguous; like the Müstair fresco and Dijon Moralia in Job, the illumination 
engages the viewer/reader purposely in a personal struggle with worldly tempta-
tion.86 The psalter also includes Burchard’s synopsis of Gregory’s letter to Sere-
nus; the mistaken ascription to the holy hermit Secundinus must have appealed 
to the anchoress Christine of Markyate when she prayed from her illustrated 
book of Psalms.87

In the St. Alban’s psalter, the Gregorian text is transcribed in a Norman French 
translation, rendering it available to anyone who could read even if they were 
unable to understand the Latin version that is also included. It is possible that the 
dicta had been translated into the vernacular even earlier; whether or not Gerard 
of Cambrai actually delivered his defense of images at the synod as a Latin sermon, 
he may have read a short version of it in French.88 The dicta certainly entered ver-
nacular preaching later; a mid‐thirteenth‐century German compendium includes 
one sermon that maintains that God had provided church paintings for the laity as 
“another form of writing, from which they learn how they should strive to enter 
heaven” and that argues that “paintings of the saints in the churches” are par-
ticularly effective in redirecting vain thoughts toward the divine by virtue of the 
feelings they stir inwardly.89 Cited also during the following century, the image 



Figure 9-4  David Composing Psalms, Hildesheim, Dombibliothek, MS St. Godehard 
1, p. 72.
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texts were used to direct an appropriate reading of verbal imagery often incor-
porated in vernacular preaching and of stories actually pictured nearby.90 Itself a 
basic pedagogical instrument, preaching thus engaged with pictures in a mutually 
reinforcing didactic strategy. As Opicino de Canistris pointed out, however, the 
vivid exempla deployed to animate sermons held the danger of idolatry if they 
were not subjected to an elevating imagination.91

Prepared by the redirection of the Gregorian dicta toward the laity and its 
insertion in oral pedagogy, Thomasin von Zerclaere took the next logical step 
in 1215–1216 by adopting the Gregorian precepts to advance the educational 
value of true “litteratura laicorum,” arguing in Der welsche Gast that mundane 
tales, too, could teach moral lessons:92 “Whoever cannot comprehend higher 
things ought to follow the example [of the romances] … As the priest looks at 
writing, so should the untaught man look at the pictures, since he recognizes 
nothing in the writing.”93 The contemporary stained glass window donated by 
the furriers’ guild in the ambulatory of Chartres cathedral bears him out;94 there, 
scenes of battle alternate with ecclesiastical ceremonies to demonstrate the conso-
nance of clerical with chivalric missions. And a miniature in Wolfram von Eschen-
bach’s Willehalm painted later in the century (fig. 9-5) pictures the reciprocity of 
word and image that Thomasin imagined when he manipulated variants on the 
Gregorian claims to justify secular narrative. The German tales previously known 
in oral versions are fixed in words and pictures set down in ink and paint on parch-
ment, their mutuality linked through the very person of the author tied by large 
red Ws to the relevant text passage and pointing toward the pictorial dramatiza-
tion of the words.95

These examples make clear that, by the High Middle Ages, pictures were, in 
fact, no longer simply “books of the illiterate,” but, rather, multivalent devices 
used by various groups in diverse ways and deeply implicated in oral as well as 
written culture.

How might they have functioned? At Müstair, medieval viewers recogniz-
ing the saint from the church’s dedication and his halo and hair coat96 would 
have been able to follow the action through the repeated figures; and, if they 
knew even the outlines of the story, could have reconstructed from it the sacred 
narrative. If they participated in the liturgy, especially on the saint’s feast day, 
they would have learned from the paintings about the relationship established in 
church doctrine between martyrdom of saints and Christ’s own sacrifice and the 
connection between John’s burial in his tomb and the relics encased in the altar. 
And snatched away from the lure of the pictured banquet by the true beauty of 
the sacramental liturgy with its antiphons, ordered recitation, and sacred meal 
conducted at the altar, they would have been led toward contemplation of higher 
things. Likewise, pilgrims on the way to Santiago de Compostela, attracted first 
by the gem‐like glow of the Chartres window, could have parsed the narrative 
constructed of well‐known conventions for dream‐visions and chivalric jousts; 
and the most attentive among them, illiterate and literate alike, would have dis-
covered in the kaleidoscopic ordering of the vignettes a simultaneous temporal 



Figure 9-5  Wolfram von Eschenbach, Willehalm, thirteenth century. Munich, Bayer. 
Staatsbibliothek, Germ. 193, III.
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unfolding and an anagogical ascent.97 Those who had followed sermons organized 
around main themes and secondary explanatory references would have possessed 
a cognitive structure suited to reading the peripheral narratives as glosses on the 
subjects in the principal medallions.98 And the single word durendal inscribed on 
one knight’s sword would have enabled those with even the most rudimentary 
reading ability to anchor the narrative in the story of Roland, passed on to them 
orally or through a performance;99 it would have allowed those familiar with the 
Latin legend of Charlemagne and the Pseudo‐Turpin chronicle, or a vernacular 
version, to recognize, in the generic combat scene within the central medallion, 
Charlemagne’s victory over the Saracen giant Ferragut.100

Pictures would have rendered the words in the Munich Willehalm more read-
ily comprehensible to those who could follow Wolfram’s vernacular text, while 
the “Throne of Mercy” in the Albertina Sacramentary would have put before the 
eyes of the priest celebrating Mass a clear diagram of the fluid and complicated 
relationship invoked in the “Te igitur,” between the liturgy, Christ’s crucifixion, 
and God in heaven.

Twelfth‐ and thirteenth‐century pictures served the uneducated, those who 
knew only vernacular languages, lay‐brethren and other intermediary commu-
nities, the secular clergy, and monks. Affirming Christ’s dual nature in their very 
essence, material images channeled contemplation from this world to the next. 
They provided authorized versions of stories, including happenings reported in 
the Bible itself, that otherwise were known to illiterates only through fluid, often 
embellished, oral accounts. By means of details seamlessly integrated into the 
visual accounts, they offered their own readings of texts. And for those such as 
Suger’s literates at St.‐Denis, they presented sophisticated new interpretations of 
scripture.101 Whatever Gregory meant when he wrote his defense of images,102 
by the High Middle Ages his dicta enabled the makers of pictures to teach the 
entire community of believers many important things that “they could not read 
in books.”103
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10

Iconography
Shirin Fozi

Few images have sparked as much debate over their iconography as the right 
wing of the Mérode altarpiece (fig.  10-1). The panel shows an aged Joseph, 
resplendent in a bright blue turban and somber brown robes, turning away from 
a bustling city street and calmly drilling holes into a slab of wood. His cozy 
workshop forms a separate sphere from the domestic interior next door, where 
an angel is about to disturb a reading Mary with news of her divine pregnancy, 
and also from the courtyard of the left wing, where the solemn donors witness 
the miracle of Christ’s incarnation through an open doorway. The center panel 
is scattered with familiar symbols, such as the lilies that reflect Mary’s purity and 
the tiny carved lions that make her humble wooden bench a bourgeois Throne 
of Solomon. The left panel seems conversely devoid of such clever iconographic 
flourishes, presumably because its subjects are mere inhabitants of the every-
day world, consumers rather than producers of Mary’s hermeneutic baggage. 
Somewhere between the assumption that the center panel should be infused with 
symbolic codes and the corollary that the donor wing should not, the carpen-
ter’s workshop carries a certain vexing ambiguity. Were late medieval images of 
Joseph as heavily freighted with iconographic content as the far more frequently 
observed depictions of his virgin wife? If so, what meanings were tied to the 
crisply rendered tools, the open window, or the tantalizing mousetraps set prom-
inently on the table and windowsill? Or was the web of symbolism limited to the 
center panel, leaving Joseph free to drill holes without references to ideas beyond 
the celebration of craftsmanship itself?
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Such questions have no easy answers, and it is thankfully not the present goal to 
propose a novel reading of this celebrated fifteenth‐century ensemble, attributed 
to the Flemish master Robert Campin and housed in The Cloisters Collection 
of the Metropolitan Museum of Art.1 This chapter turns instead to the method 
of iconography, loosely defined as the study of signs that purposefully appear in 
images and point to external discourses that shape their meaning. To this end, 
the Mérode triptych is useful not only for its rich theological references, but 
also because its mousetraps were the subject of a seminal 1945 article by Meyer 
Schapiro (1904–1996).2 Erudite and entertaining, the essay offers a sweeping 
intellectual journey from the patristic meditations of Augustine to the Freudian 
fantasies of Bosch, and builds a dazzling history of mousetrap symbolism through 
sources that may or may not have been familiar to the painting’s fifteenth‐century 
audiences. The mere presence of the devices becomes evidence for their interpre-
tation: after all, Schapiro seems to imply, why would these contraptions appear 
at all, if not to summon the medieval discourse of Joseph and highlight his role 
as “the guardian of the mystery of the incarnation and one of the main figures in 
the divine plot to deceive the devil”?3 Once set into the luminous surface of the 
painting, the mousetraps had seemingly absorbed a millennium of interpretation, 
patiently carrying their eloquent message of entrapment and salvation across five 
centuries until it could be deciphered through the Rosetta stone of iconography.

Schapiro’s essay, with its textual and contextual history of mousetrap metaphors 
through the long Middle Ages, remains a landmark of its own historiographic 
moment. It appeared at the end of World War II, coinciding with a transatlantic 
shift in the theory and practice of art history. The use of theological texts to “read” 
Christian images had taken root in the 1830s, and was championed as the dominant 

Figure 10-1  Workshop of Robert Campin, Annunciation Triptych (Mérode Altarpiece), 
c.1427–1432. Source: photo courtesy of The Metropolitan Museum of Art, The Cloisters 
Collection, 1956, www.metmuseum.org.



	I  c o n o g r a p h y 	 247

paradigm of medieval art by Émile Mâle (1862–1954) at the start of the century. 
Though this logocentric approach would endure, Schapiro’s contemporaries were 
also turning to alternative models of iconographic thinking. Most notably, Erwin 
Panofsky (1892–1968) published Studies in Iconology (1939) on the eve of the war, 
advancing a cultural approach that presaged later developments in the social history 
of art. Schapiro’s essay reflects both the textual/theological mode of Mâle and the 
social/anthropological turn of Panofsky. It is something of a paradox, however, that 
the same intellectual agility and methodological scope that allowed Schapiro to pur-
sue these threads have left his conclusions rather suspect some seven decades later. 
If iconography is defined as a field of visual knowledge, centered on images that 
require fluency in textual and cultural codes before their content can be grasped, 
it raises essential questions about audience and reception: who were the insiders, 
and the outsiders, that either could or could not unravel the complex meanings 
of  medieval art? How can scholarship account for the full range of iconographic 
messages that existed in the past, and the symbols that circulated among an end-
lessly complex world of makers and viewers?

This chapter addresses these questions through a review of the study of iconog-
raphy, from its rise as a quasi‐scientific method in the nineteenth century to its 
present status as a malleable tool for the interpretation of visual culture. Setting 
Schapiro as a model, two points seem clear at the outset: first, that different 
modes of iconographic analysis can be mutually reinforcing rather than mutually 
exclusive; and second, that iconography can at times produce a mousetrap of its 
own cleverness, capturing a matrix of ideas that stand strangely apart from the 
work of art itself. Finally, though it may seem odd to approach a medieval topic 
through an early modern painting, this choice is tied to another opening obser-
vation. Even as the Mérode triptych is labeled as a masterpiece of the Renaissance 
but housed within a collection of Romanesque and Gothic art, the study of ico-
nography has found many fruitful advances at the intersection of the medieval 
and early modern eras. Schapiro’s own career reflects this point: unrestrained by 
periodization, his interests were always wide‐ranging, and his approach to early 
Netherlandish paintings embraced the longue durée of the Middle Ages. Thus 
the inclusion of Renaissance perspectives reflects not only the fluid boundaries of 
medieval art history, but also the essential relevance of iconography in addressing 
the transmission of tradition, with its disruptions and continuities, and exposing 
the fraught relationships between images, texts, and contexts across time.

1840s–1940s

The modern study of iconography emerged in the nineteenth century, when 
scholars turned to the Middle Ages as a source of inspiration and renewal amid 
an age of revolution, industrialization, and transformation. It is in the early 
twentieth century, however, that it shifted from the pursuit of a few theologi-
cally minded specialists to a sine qua non of art history. Medieval images are still 
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frequently classified by their iconography, often conflated with subject matter. 
The Mérode triptych, for example, is known as an Annunciation: the image 
of an angel confronting a woman who reads a book is so ubiquitous that this 
identification is reflexive despite countless variations. Images that evade neat icon-
ographic boxes become notable for that fact, and are often relegated to the world 
of fantastical monstrosities, or else the realm of ornament, though in recent years 
these categories have also been mined for associative meanings.4 Medieval art, it 
seems, can scarcely escape its own signification, and in the rare instances that it 
might – as in the tantalizing mousetraps of our example, or the hybrid beasts that 
also attracted Schapiro’s attention – images are still haunted by the potential for 
hidden symbolism to exist, or to have existed, just beyond the limits of modern 
knowledge. In short, it is no less difficult to argue that mousetraps in the Mérode 
altarpiece, or abstract foliage on Romanesque capitals, or jocular acrobats perched 
on Gothic choir stalls, or any other medieval images do not carry iconographic 
meaning than it is to suggest that they do.

The first question, therefore, is how art history arrived at the consensus that 
iconography, or systems of visual meaning that produce legible signs through 
deliberate references to outside sources, should become a central lens for in-
terpreting medieval and Renaissance art. Brendan Cassidy has noted the emer-
gence of its intellectual genealogy from European and American scholarship.5 
The  French tradition was exemplified by Mâle, later dubbed the “logocentric 
code‐breaker of the cathedrals.”6 American iconography turned to the transmis-
sion of visual types, which guided Charles Rufus Morey (1877–1955) in founding 
Princeton’s Index of Christian Art in 1917. A German approach is evident in 
Panofsky’s formulation of iconology as a culturally oriented extension of iconog-
raphy. Though the national origins of these intellectual leaders are clear, it should 
also be stated that their work was joined in transatlantic dialogues at an early date. 
Morey’s interest in classification, for example, is indebted to the French scholar 
Adolphe Napoléon Didron (1806–1867), and Panofsky was inspired in turn by 
his contact with Morey at Princeton.7 Another challenge in studying iconography 
thus lies in tracing the development of national schools without exaggerating 
their differences or discounting their shared histories.

Already in the nineteenth century, major art‐historical studies were available 
far beyond their native countries. Didron’s pioneering book, Iconography chré-
tienne: Histoire de Dieu, first appeared in 1843 and was republished as Christian 
Iconography in 1851, translated by Ellen J. Millington.8 This swift transmis-
sion suggests its strong international appeal. Noting that readers “will find no 
difficulty in determining any of the usual subjects met with in sacred edifices,” 
Millington explains that “M. Didron’s lucid explanation of the various modes of 
treating [these subjects] at different eras, and in different countries, will make 
it a comparatively easy task to decide on the age which ought to be assigned to 
them.”9 The role of iconography as a system of knowledge is thus made clear, 
affirming art history as a scientific method for determining the age and symbolic 
content of the monuments. Designed as an authoritative handbook to allow even 
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casual viewers to interpret the assuredly stable meanings of major iconographic 
motifs, the book reproduced images through line drawings that presented exam-
ples as platonic ideals (fig. 10-2). Its ambitious scale, with 144 pages of the trans-
lated edition devoted just to the nimbus, offers a possible explanation for why 
only the first volume was realized, and invites wonder at the scope once imagined 
for the whole.

Didron’s authority, tacitly acknowledged in Millington’s preface, was largely 
derived from his position among the intellectual elite of Paris. Appointed secre-
tary of the “Comité des lettres, philosophie, sciences et arts” at the age of 28, his 

Figure 10-2  Line drawing of an image from the Psalter of St. Louis. Source: from 
Adolphe Napoléon Didron, translated by E.J. Millington, Christian Iconography: or, The 
History of Christian Art in the Middle Ages, Vol. 1, p. 120 (reprinted, New York, 1965).
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writings were informed by contact with Viollet‐le‐Duc, Victor Hugo, and other 
leaders of France’s Gothic revival.10 Iconographie chrétienne was preceded by the 
idea, first recorded in 1837, of publishing a new translation of Jacobus de Vora-
gine’s Golden Legend likewise illustrated with line drawings from Gothic art.11 
The proposal fell apart once Didron realized that most of these saintly narratives 
were only rarely visualized, but nevertheless its seed reflects his early interest in the 
intersection of literature and archeology.12 Didron turned to the Speculum Maius 
of Vincent of Beauvais as an intellectual guide, subscribing to the premise of a 
coherent medieval worldview that was defined by erudite theologians.13 Seeing 
the Middle Ages through the work of an elite Dominican who enjoyed access to 
the great Capetian library at Royaumont was perhaps only fitting for Didron, and 
it allowed him to claim France, and particularly the academic discourse emanating 
from Paris, as the apogee of medieval civilization. This perspective was later taken 
up by Mâle, whose studies likewise centered on an idealized vision of Gothic 
France, implicitly pushing other places and periods of medieval European art to 
a new periphery.

Appearing as a lynchpin between the nineteenth‐century roots of iconog-
raphy and its twentieth‐century rise in popularity, Mâle is often framed as 
Didron’s intellectual heir. As Jean Nayrolles has pointed out, however, the 
continuities between them should not be interpreted too narrowly. Didron 
was perhaps the most widely read iconographer of his era, but volumes such 
as the Monographie de la cathédrale de Bourges (1841) by Arthur Martin and 
Charles Cahier were also influential. Aimed at monuments rather than motifs, 
they offered case studies in contrast to Didron’s ambitious (if unattainable) 
encyclopedic vision.14 In contrast to Didron’s academic milieu, Martin and 
Cahier, along with their contemporary Auguste‐Joseph Crosnier, were church-
men in the same tradition as Père Jacques‐Paul Migne. Without exaggerating 
the resulting differences, it remains striking that Didron imagined a systematic, 
all‐encompassing study for laymen, while his religious counterparts pursued 
a comparatively limited, site‐specific approach. Against this backdrop, Mâle’s 
contribution lies not only in his magisterial command of the subject matter, 
but also in his ability to negotiate a middle path between the overwhelming 
scope of Didron and the close focus of his contemporaries. Mâle, pursuing nei-
ther a sustained treatment of individual motifs nor the complete multimedia 
exploration of various buildings, addressed pictorial systems instead through 
their distilled ideals, exemplified by the Gothic cathedrals of the Île‐de‐France. 
Echoing Didron’s use of Vincent of Beauvais, Mâle was even more intent on 
the fundamental coherence of iconography, and the imagined completeness 
of its theological arguments as encompassed by visual programs. Again like 
Didron, Mâle set Gothic France as the pinnacle not only of medieval art, but 
also of scholastic theology, understood as a metonym of knowledge itself. The 
nationalism of this stance is noteworthy, as is its embrace of a hierarchical view 
that unhesitatingly celebrated the largest and most visible monuments of the 
Middle Ages as the most meaningful.
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Mâle’s enormously popular Gothic Image (1913) is a revision and trans-
lation of his doctoral thesis, L’Art religieux du XIIIe siècle en France, which 
was first published in 1898.15 Already in the subheadings of his opening chap-
ters, strikingly laid out in the table of contents, broad assertions that are both 
deeply attractive and inherently problematic appear: “Mediaeval Iconography 
is a script. It is a calculus.” “To the mediaeval mind the universe a symbol 
[sic].” Mâle acknowledged breaks in the system, but merely as afterthoughts, 
the exceptions that only strengthen the rules: “Animals represented in the 
churches; their meaning not always symbolic.” “Exaggerations of the symbolic 
school. Symbolism sometimes absent.” These phrases position iconography as 
the normative experience of the educated mind, reducing symbolic absence to 
an aberrant foil associated with the irrational sphere of animals rather than the 
privileged human form. Calculated theology, detached and rational, structures 
Mâle’s opening lines:

The Middle Ages had a passion for order. They organized art as they had organized 
dogma, secular learning and society. The artistic representation of sacred subjects 
was a science governed by fixed laws which could not be broken at the dictates 
of individual imagination. It cannot be questioned that this theology of art, if 
one may so put it, was soon reduced to a body of doctrine, for from very early 
times the craftsmen are seen submitting to it from one end of Europe to the other. 
This science was transmitted by the Church to the lay sculptors and painters of the 
thirteenth century who religiously guarded the sacred traditions, so that, even in 
the centuries in which it was most vigorous, mediæval art retained the hieratic gran-
deur of primitive art.16

Mâle’s internalization of social hierarchy permeated his conceptualization 
of the artist, painted as a figure bound by the stringent rules of a craft in 
which even style relied on ancient precedent. In his contention that “the art 
of the Middle Ages is first and foremost a sacred writing of which every artist 
must learn the characters,” Mâle was reluctant to see artists as more than the 
conduits of theology. So serious was their task, it seems, that in choosing to 
represent a saint or apostle with either sandals or bare feet, “a mistake would 
have ranked almost as heresy.”17 “No artist would be rash enough to dare to 
modify the arrangement of the great scenes from the Gospel,” warned Mâle 
solemnly, before progressing to another key feature of medieval art, its “obe-
dience to the rules of a kind of sacred mathematics.”18 A third characteristic 
was its inherent “symbolic code,” hinting again that images were little more 
than dry pictograms of theological content.19 Boldly stated, “mediæval art was 
before all things a symbolic art, in which form is used merely as the vehicle of 
spiritual meaning.”20

This introduction endures as a widely cited justification for the driving impulse 
to give primacy to texts in interpreting medieval images, and continues to reso-
nate with that curious formulation that has haunted Christian art since Gregory 
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the Great: the notion that images could act as “bibles of the poor,” allowing 
even the illiterate to “read” theology.21 It has also received its share of critiques, 
including the caution that Mâle’s distilled approaches must be matched with 
attention to a wide array of contexts: historical, cultural, and social. This came 
first from followers of Aby Warburg (1866–1929), whose restless interdisciplin-
ary forays into art history, psychology, and cultural anthropology inspired other 
iconographies beyond the merely textual.22 Best remembered for his celebrated 
library and idiosyncratic Bilderatlas, Warburg was the great early champion of 
interdisciplinary study. Personal wealth allowed him to pursue wide‐ranging intel-
lectual interests without the constraints of steady employment, and even though 
this resulted in few publications, his impact on younger scholars was profound. 
Chief among them was Panofsky, whose writings activated Warburg’s ideas for 
the history of art.

Studies in Iconology raised the field from the simple identification of textual sourc-
es to a broadly conceived methodology. In its introduction, Panofsky famously 
laid out three levels of meaning in a deceptively simple table (fig. 10-3) showing 
the “acts,” “equipment,” and “controlling principles” of interpretation.23 Primary 
or natural subject matter was termed pre‐iconographical, requiring only prac-
tical experience to identify images, inclusive of narrative and style. Secondary or 
conventional subject matter recognized images, stories, and allegories, and implic-
itly required extensive knowledge of textual sources. It also followed a “history 
of types,” in which Madonnas or Evangelists, for example, needed to be iden-
tified as common signs before their meaning could be grasped. This was icono
graphy as Mâle had employed it, an informed but still straightforward process 
of identification. Rising from this apparatus and tacitly surpassing it in importance, 
the third level addressed the intrinsic meaning or content of the work, considered 
“iconographical interpretation in a deeper sense” or “iconographical synthesis,” 
and understood as Warburgian iconology. This etymological shift was no accident. 
Where iconography had echoed the Greek eikonographia to denote the writing 
(-graphia) or representation of an image, iconology would activate the ending 
- logy (discourse) to imply its broad‐based study, and the elevation of art history to 
a higher disciplinary status. Requiring “synthetic intuition,” iconology aimed to 
reconstruct the mental tendencies of cultural producers and their Weltanschauung, 
or world‐view.

Studies in Iconology marked Panofsky’s clearest articulation of the theoretical 
stakes of this method. Five years earlier, however, he had already published 
his most celebrated foray into iconological analysis, addressing Jan van Eyck’s 
Arnolfini Wedding and introducing the notion of “disguised symbolism.”24 By 
interpreting the details of the enchanting domestic setting of the panel as a se-
ries of subtle allusions to a marriage ceremony, Panofsky questioned “whether 
the patient enthusiasm bestowed upon this marvelous interior anticipates the 
modern principle of ‘l’art pour l’art’, so to speak, or is still rooted to some 
extent in the medieval tendency of investing visible objects with an allegorical 



Figure 10-3  Panofsky’s three levels of iconology. Source: from Erwin Panofsky, Studies in Iconology: Humanistic 
Themes in the Art of the Renaissance, pp. 14–15 (New York, 1939).
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or symbolical meaning.”25 Having argued that the chandelier, its  lone 
candle, and the evocative bed and arm chair are all laden with significance, he 
noted that,

the very fact that these significant attributes are not emphasized as what they actually 
are, but are disguised, so to speak, as ordinary pieces of furniture (…) impresses 
the beholder with a kind of mystery and makes him inclined to suspect a hidden 
significance in all and every object … and this applied in a much higher degree to 
the medieval spectator who was wont to conceive the whole of the visible world as 
a symbol.26

Panofsky’s invocation of the “medieval spectator” positions Jan van Eyck at the 
intersection of medieval and Renaissance traditions. Studies in Iconology was sim-
ilarly aimed at the extension of intellectual concepts across broad swaths of time. 
This was echoed by Schapiro’s reading of the Mérode altarpiece. Both scholars 
framed early Netherlandish paintings as a culmination of the visual rhetoric of 
medieval art, developed to such a fine degree that the disguising of symbols as 
everyday objects would only enhance their intellectual and theological value. 
Thus iconography became a mirror not only of hidden meanings, but also of 
a tradition that was seen, understood, and transformed for the emerging audi-
ences of early modernity. Even if the specific conclusions that Panofsky and 
Schapiro gave these famous paintings have since been challenged, the thesis that 
medieval and Renaissance art was permeated with symbolic codes would retain 
its potency.

1940s–1990s

It is a testament to the appeal of Panofsky’s formulation that the study of iconog-
raphy would almost be eclipsed by its iconological extension by the 1990s, led 
by the thought‐provoking writings of image theorists such as Michael Ann Holly 
and W.J.T. Mitchell.27 Panofsky had taken the field from the simple identification 
of symbols to the exploration of culture across new registers of social history. 
Even among skeptics, the seismic effects of this shift were clear at an early date. As 
Creighton Gilbert noted in his 1952 critique of the method, Studies in Iconology 
marked “an epoch in the study of the history of art in America, since it introduced 
in a fully developed state a technique which had developed gradually abroad.”28 
This echoed a larger consensus that the post‐war United States had taken up a 
scholarly mantle through the profound impact of Panofsky and other members 
of his generation who had likewise left Europe to escape the shadow of fascism. 
Gilbert acknowledged the significance of iconology but also cautioned against 
the flattened application of its principles, pointing to Renaissance paintings that 
evidently resist straightforward analysis of their symbolic content and require 
other, more open‐ended approaches that give equal weight to style and subject 
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matter. In outlining iconology’s appeal, Gilbert also made a passing remark that 
betrayed the sensibilities of his time:

[Iconology] fits the present interest in cultural history, the dominant pattern of 
societies, which we are lifting to equal importance with major specific persons and 
things. […] For all of this, the Renaissance seems a most favorable field. If the 
Middle Ages have a more public and standardized set of symbols, amenable to the 
simpler attack of iconography, later periods show a well‐known tendency to loosen 
or dispense with associative values.29

The association of the Middle Ages with fixed iconographies echoes both Mâle’s 
insistence on the strict “calculus” of medieval art, and also Panofsky’s suggestion 
that the shift from overt to disguised symbolism was a hallmark of the transition 
to early modernity. This stands in marked contrast to the 1990s, when Michael 
Camille would lead a new examination of the slippery meanings of the monstrous 
and wildly imaginative images that inhabit the margins of medieval art. In the 
1950s and 1960s, however, leading studies of iconography still looked to the 
temporal rather than the social edges of its subjects, interrogating the boundaries 
between medieval and early modern, as with the Mérode triptych, or from Late 
Antiquity to the Middle Ages. André Grabar (1896–1990) took up the latter in 
his Mellon lectures, delivered at the National Gallery in 1961 and published in 
1968.30 His self‐stated aim was not to produce “a manual of ancient Christian 
iconography” in the spirit of Didron, nor to give “a history of iconography which 
would show the modifications these images underwent in time,”31 but rather 
to clarify the function of early medieval images by questioning the origins of 
Christian iconography. This interest in strategies of communication rather than 
the mere residue of tradition signaled a shift away from the search for explan-
atory texts, toward the mediation between scriptural content and its reception 
among the newly converted. “Iconography is, after all, the aspect of the image 
that informs” wrote Grabar, “the aspect that is addressed to the intellect of the 
spectator, and is common to prosaic informative images and to images that rise to 
poetry, that is, to art.”32 With these words, Grabar advocated a middle path that 
was more fluid than Mâle’s logocentric vision, but also more clearly defined than 
Panofsky’s broadly cultural iconologies.

Iconography was becoming a flexible term, its potential application shaped as 
much by the reconstructed experiences of artists and audiences as the dictates 
of theologians. The word had already been appropriated by Richard Krau-
theimer (1897–1994) in his seminal 1942 essays on architectural iconogra-
phy.33 Krautheimer  –  who also came under Warburg’s influence before emi-
grating from Germany – did not use iconography to mean a series of textually 
defined signs, but applied it instead to an internal system of visual quotations 
and spatial allusions that operated in an inexact manner to transport viewers from 
one sacred space to another.34 His hermeneutics of structure was built through 
architectural rather than scriptural references, and relied upon the contextual 
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value of historical information about the reception of the Holy Sepulchre in early 
medieval architecture as well as textual sources on Carolingian attitudes toward 
the past. In contrast to Krautheimer, Kurt Weitzmann (1904–1993) – another 
German‐American immigrant of the same generation – turned to iconography for 
a different purpose, looking to repeated motifs as evidence for the transmission of 
compositional models, if not their interpretations.35 Although it has been the sub-
ject of necessary critiques for its insistence upon the reconstruction of lost origi-
nals at the expense of artistic invention, Weitzmann’s work remains invaluable for 
its reflections on the remarkable persistence of iconographies across time.36 Of 
course, iconography as Mâle had used the term also remained influential across 
this period, perhaps most beautifully exemplified by Adolf Katzenellenbogen 
(1901–1964) in his 1959 study of Chartres Cathedral.37

By the late 1970s the search for formal allusions, models and copies, and 
textual citations had become increasingly inflected by new interdisciplinary 
studies. Among the most provocative would be James Marrow’s 1979 book on 
Passion iconography which, rather than accepting changes in its subject as mere 
symptoms of the nebulously defined phenomenon of late medieval spirituality, 
turned to early modern devotional literature to elucidate its theme.38 Though still 
text‐based in essence, Marrow’s work indicated that not all medieval imagery was 
derived from scripture and the early Church Fathers, and thus cautioned against 
the over‐use of disguised symbolism to account for seemingly obscure motifs. 
The fact that Hugo van der Velden was still ardently advocating careful attention 
to contemporaneous sources nearly two decades later is telling evidence that Mar-
row’s interventions were both prescient and necessary.39

The polemics of iconography were the subject of a 1990 conference fittingly held 
at the Index of Christian Art, where Morey had once welcomed Panofsky, and titled 
Iconography at the Crossroads.40 Effectively juxtaposing traditional iconography 
with critical perspectives, the volume is inflected by Michael Ann Holly’s reminder 
that Warburg had claimed to be “less interested in the neat solution than in the for-
mulation of a new problem.”41 Holly thus pointed to the disconnect of theory and 
practice, and the irony of Warburgian scholarship that insists too narrowly on icon-
ological solutions to implied problems, rather than broader considerations of the 
encryption of art itself as a process by which viewers – medieval or modern – can 
engage in the creation of meaning. The tension between Holly and other voices 
in the volume, such as the structured approaches of Wolfgang Kemp and Herbert 
Kessler, remains clear: on the one hand, iconography could still generate coherent 
systems of meaning; on the other, such systems could no longer be taken as univer-
salizing across medieval art.42 Craig Harbison’s analysis of Jan van Eyck’s Madonna 
in a Church aptly demonstrates both the panel’s sophisticated symbolism, and also 
the significance of Holly’s misgivings.43 The point is not to decide if Harbison’s 
readings are compelling (they are), but rather to question the ways in which me-
dieval visuality segregated insiders from outsiders, and the validity of art historians 
claiming the status of “insiders” as part of an intellectual elite demarcated by icon-
ographic knowledge. Adopting Mitchell’s observation that “images are signs that 
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pretend not to be signs,” Holly nudged readers to acknowledge the other mean-
ings – social, cultural, psychological, and more – that lie beyond the boundaries 
of traditional iconography. Keith Moxey took up a similar theme in the volume, 
quoting Mitchell directly to call for historical and political self‐awareness:

I am not arguing for some facile relativism that abandons “standards of truth” or 
the possibility of valid knowledge. I am arguing for a hard, rigorous relativism that 
regards different versions of the world, including different languages, ideologies and 
modes of representation.44

In challenging scholars to recognize the fundamental instability of iconology, 
and their own responsibility in shaping art‐historical discourse, Moxey’s call for 
socially engaged scholarship carried iconography to the opposite pole from its 
beginnings 150 years before. Didron’s attempts to create a scientific system for 
identifying the fixed meanings of Christian art had been replaced by a series of 
creative interventions, in which the shifting world‐view of its audiences was kept 
in view through the self‐conscious lens of subjectivity.

One “crossroads” thus lay in the tension between traditional approaches to 
iconography and the mutable, particular iconologies proposed by Holly and Moxey. 
In hindsight, however, it was Michael Camille’s essay in the volume, and his artic-
ulation of an “anti‐iconography” of medieval art, that reflected the most influential 
new direction to emerge from the critiques of the 1990s.45 By rejecting the notion 
that the wild, seemingly irrational imagery of the so‐called trumeau of Souillac was 
immune to iconographic analysis, Camille redefined the application of iconography 
to subject matter that had little or no relation to scriptural sources. Where Mâle had 
reduced the biting, twisting Souillac figures to empty echoes of manuscript illu-
mination, and Schapiro had celebrated their exuberant forms as an “independent 
spectacle” inspired by “secular fantasy,” Camille insisted that the trumeau carried 
“somatic rather than semantic” meanings. This fresh perspective came on the heels 
of his Image on the Edge (1992), published just one year earlier.46 As engaging and 
creative as the marginalia that it explored, the book provided a captivating anti-
dote to Gilbert’s suggestion, now 40 years old, that iconographic values were not 
“loosened” until the close of the Middle Ages. Camille’s use of marginalia denied 
this truism, demonstrating how decipherable codes of mainstream theology had 
always existed alongside other signs that carried semiotic meanings, and yet resisted 
neat textual interpretations. Camille had already challenged Mâle in his first book, 
The Gothic Idol (1989), by shifting attention from the meaning of images to their 
function.47 As reviewers pointed out, a new emphasis on the proverbial “power 
of images” had already been spearheaded by David Freedberg, Hans Belting, and 
others.48 Nevertheless, with Mâle as his foil, it was Camille who destabilized any re-
maining view of Gothic pictorial systems as detached or self‐contained. This point 
virtually exploded in Image on the Edge, which grappled inventively with other 
meanings – secular, sexual, chaotic, subversive – and finally shook off Mâle’s insis-
tence on the scripted calculus of theology as the dominant paradigm of medieval 
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art. Vigorous, creative, and always entertaining, Camille’s work matched his pro-
vocative subject matter in its playfulness and yet changed the future of the field.

Path‐breaking as it was, Image on the Edge also resonated widely because it 
responded to a growing sense that the margins of medieval art deserve as much 
attention as its centers. In hindsight, it reads almost as a response to Schapiro’s 
brief but remarkable review of Lilian Randall’s 1966 study of Gothic marginalia, 
and its argument against the reductive binary of “symbolic or decorative” in me-
dieval art.49 Image on the Edge also coincided with other work that was equally 
sensitive to “other kinds of meaning (as in metaphor, parody and humor) which 
need not be symbolic in the coded manner of mediaeval religious symbolism.”50 
Jonathan J.G. Alexander, for example, advocated for “social iconography” in a 
1993 essay on visual signs that pushed beyond the merely linguistic into a broad-
er realm of cultural meanings. Reading images for “an ideological system that 
served to represent medieval society to itself,” Alexander invited fresh attention 
to “role models, social practices, and an encoded value system of social mores,” 
and drew on Roland Barthes to open a spectrum of rhetorically constructed 
signs.51 In the case of a squirrel held against the breast of a young woman in 
the margins of the fourteenth‐century Ormesby Psalter (fig. 10-4), Alexander 
linked Lucy Freeman Sandler’s identification of the animal as the visualization 

Figure 10-4  Psalter of Robert of Ormesby; Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS Douce 366, 
fol. 131r, c.1300, detail. Source: photo courtesy of The Bodleian Library.
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of a slang term for female genitalia to a broader discussion of the audiences for 
erotic word‐play.52 Questioning the cultural web that not only produced the 
sign but also inflected its legibility, Alexander contended that it is not enough 
to identify the woman’s squirrel or her lover’s dagger as oblique sexual symbols: 
the essential point is to acknowledge underlying anxieties that extended all the 
way to King Edward II and the courtier Piers Gaveston, reportedly murdered 
for their homosexual bond. Iconography in this case is much more than the 
translation of a sly joke; it is the work of unmasking a patriarchal, heteronor-
mative culture and its proactive moral instruction, in which art “codified and 
strengthened social values and thus ensured social cohesion throughout medi-
eval Christian society.”53

Social iconography thus emerged as an indispensable framework for seeing 
sophisticated structural hierarchies that were once understood, explicitly 
or implicitly, by medieval audiences. To name one more compelling example, 
Jacqueline Jung invoked the term in re‐assessing the Last Supper of the 
Naumburg choir screen in light of contemporary etiquette manuals.54 Her 
analysis demonstrated not only the aristocratic associations of the sculpture in 
the Gothic era, but also the deeply ingrained prejudices that would color its 
reception in the twentieth century. Such work reflects the value of politically 
engaged iconographies, in which images can advocate  –  as vividly shown in 
Jung’s example – for a powerful recognition of the myriad ways in which signs 
construct their audiences, becoming not only the reflections but also the agents 
of social change.

New Directions

It is only fitting to return to the Mérode triptych in closing, with an eye to 
Holly’s observation that “writing about a picture does not exhaust what the 
image has to say.”55 The contemporary study of iconography is a case in point: 
rather than reducing its subject to a closed set of signs and their explanations, 
the field has embraced new questions and new meanings. Far from the stodgy 
science of static symbols that prompted Camille’s call for an “anti‐iconography” 
two decades ago, it has become a vehicle for semiotic approaches with no limit to 
their applications. Moving from the narrowly theological to the broadly cultural, 
from the elitism of textual sources to the inclusivity of visual culture, iconogra-
phy no longer relies upon written words, much less on libraries and fluency in 
Latin. The monastic and scholastic perspectives that once inspired Didron are 
still relevant today, as seen for example in Jean Wirth’s analysis of Romanesque 
art in relation to the Gregorian Reform.56 Such approaches, however, are bal-
anced with attention to the other, largely unwritten voices of medieval culture. 
The desire to decode visual programs is still present, but the nature of the code 
itself has become more complex: the mystical has been put in dialogue with the 
mundane; the familiar with the foreign; and the erudite with the erotic. These 
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expansions have followed two main tacks. First, the range of materials subject-
ed to iconographic scrutiny has grown significantly and, as Jérôme Baschet and 
others have made clear, it is no longer possible to divorce images from objects, or 
the iconography of a work from its function.57 Second, the iconographic method 
itself has expanded to address new sources of meaning, making it possible to 
speak of iconographies of materials, structures, social cues, and more, far beyond 
the narrow confines of theology. In the example of the Mérode triptych, from 
which Schapiro had plucked out mousetraps for investigation, there seems to be 
no end to the possibilities of iconography for “locking and unlocking meaning,” 
to borrow Holly’s phrase.58

But what are these new threads of inquiry, and how might they unlock fresh 
meanings in something as familiar as the painted ensemble at The Cloisters? An 
iconology of the body as proposed by Hans Belting might consider Joseph’s 
weathered skin as sign of his advanced age and ambiguous ethnicity, both rare fea-
tures amid the lily‐white and mostly ageless world of the “primitifs flamands.”59 
An iconography of style – already implicit, as John Williams has noted, in Scha-
piro’s Marxist agenda – would situate the painting amid the heightened realism 
of its era, interrogating the view through Joseph’s window and the angles of his 
boxy workshop as daring experiments in the novel perspectival attempt to open 
Alberti’s metaphorical window.60 The iconography of materials might pursue 
questions about the swift rise of linseed oil, or consider wood panels and the 
unwieldy reality of the triptych, with its movable wings that protected both the 
religious experience and the delicate glazed surfaces of the painting when closed. 
Its hinged pieces are echoed within the picture by the wooden window panels 
that have been lifted to show the Flemish street scene behind Joseph, and parted 
to reveal the cloudy sky behind Mary. It is an intuitive gravitation toward the 
potential encryption of ideas that makes such approaches “iconographic,” despite 
their obvious distance from Didron’s firm taxonomies. These alternative iconog-
raphies no longer adhere to the supposed detachment of scriptural narrative and 
text‐based symbolism; they embrace a labyrinth of allusions that are grasped not 
only through asking which images are shown, but also by investigating how they 
have been rendered.

Finally, while it is still possible to pursue the iconographies of isolated motifs, 
the search for their historical meaning is increasingly tempered by an awareness of 
our own subjectivities. Looking back on Schapiro’s mousetraps, it seems almost 
inevitable that the view from the 1940s would center on complex gadgets that 
privilege human ingenuity and its potential to invent new ways to catch and kill 
an enemy, real or perceived. It is similarly unsurprising that my own eyes should 
linger on the blue and white ceramic jug on the table before Mary (fig. 10-5), an 
enigmatic vessel that embraces a trio of flowers. Its unreadable pseudo‐Hebrew 
inscription suggests the mysterious language of Roman Judea, producing the aura 
of distant places that are the wellspring of theological history and yet also the 
source of conflicts, then and now, that threaten and define potential pilgrimages 
to Bethlehem and Jerusalem, to the Holy Land at the heart of a troubled world. 
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Though admittedly ahistorical, the comparisons are difficult to ignore. Even as 
I consider the ways in which a fifteenth‐century artist, his workshop, and his 
patrons may have consumed a water jug as part of the iconography of an evocative 
other, I must also concede that we are never quite free from the painful questions 
of the present. These too have their iconographies, though their ever‐changing 
relationships to the past remain strangely disconcerting.
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Figure 10-5  Workshop of Robert Campin, Annunciation Triptych (Mérode Altarpiece), 
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Art and Exegesis
Christopher G. Hughes

Definitions and Period Terminology

This chapter sets out to describe the relationship between art and biblical exegesis 
as it is expressed in the Romanesque and Gothic periods, as well as in the modern 
art historical literature on the subject. Two remarks must be made at the outset. 
Unlike such subjects as, say, Gothic architecture or Romanesque manuscripts, 
there is no distinct body of literature on art and exegesis; instead, we have 
individual scholarly works that address the issue to a greater or lesser degree as 
part of other projects. Secondly, there is a question of period versus modern ter-
minology, and I offer the following not to be pedantic, but because one wants to 
be clear about how modern critical discourses correspond – or do not – to me-
dieval concepts. It is important to note that both “art” and “exegesis” are terms 
medieval writers used either in a different sense from ours or not at all. As for art, 
to a medieval ear, the Latin ars signified something more of a skill or craft. Writing 
around 1100, the Benedictine monk Theophilus entitled his technical treatise De 
Diversis Artibus, the word ars here carrying none of the modern associations with 
creativity or self‐expression. Instead of art, one might substitute pictorial or visual 
modes of expression.

Similarly, the term “exegesis” requires clarification. A word of Greek origin, 
exegesis is not commonly used by the Latin writers of the Middle Ages. A sur-
vey of the titles of some exegetical works gives us a sense of the range of words 
they employed instead: Augustine’s Enarrationes in Psalmos; Hrabanus Maurus’ 
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Expositiones in Leviticum; Rupert of Deutz’s Commentaria in Evangelium Sancti 
Iohannis; Hugh of St. Victor’s Quaestiones in Epistolas Pauli. In the Didascalicon, a 
handbook for study written in the late 1120s, Hugh of St. Victor uses another range 
of verbs to describe the act of what we call exegesis, among them iudicare, investig-
are, studiare, and interpretare. What is clear from all of these Latin terms – and the 
texts that follow them – is what exegesis means: the interpretation of sacred scrip-
ture, and not theology. In the Didascalicon, Hugh of St. Victor, quoting Boethius 
and Isidore of Seville, defines theology as “discourse concerning the divine,” or 
the “searching into the contemplation of God and the incorporeality of the soul,” 
concluding that “it is theology, therefore, when we discuss with deepest penetra-
tion some aspect … of the inexpressible nature of God.”1 Therefore this chapter 
will restrict itself to works of art bearing some relation to exegesis, or the systematic 
interpretation of scripture, and not consider the relation of art to theology.

Certain terminological adjustments having been made, it is clear that through-
out the High Middle Ages a deep connection was felt and then effected between 
what we call art and exegesis. Twelfth‐century authors make clear that pictorial 
or visual modes were viewed as an effective way of expressing exegetical thought. 
For example, the probably English and Cistercian author of the Pictor in Carmine 
(c.1200) recommends typological programs (and typology, as we shall see, is the 
most common form of exegesis to be represented in art) for church decoration, 
not only because he believes this subject matter to be more edifying than others, 
but also because the representation of typologies in pictures will imprint exegetical 
concepts on the mind more forcefully than by other means.2 Similarly, Hugh of 
St. Victor, who seemingly had a developed sense of the powers of visual exegesis,3 
makes use of an elaborate, extended pictorial metaphor to explicate the allegori-
cal sense of Noah’s Ark in his commentary De Archa Noe, again working with the 
assumption that the mental construction and visualization of a picture will fix the 
exegetical content of his work more securely in the mind of the reader. In this text, 
Hugh claims to be drawing and painting an elaborate, quasi‐diagrammatic picture 
of the ark, which he then harmonizes with his exegetical interpretation. At the end 
of De Archa Noe, Hugh offers a spiritual reason for attending to this picture:

And now, then, as we have promised, we must put before you the pattern of our ark. 
Thus you may learn from an external form, which we have visibly depicted, what you 
ought to do inwardly, and when you have impressed the form of this pattern on your 
heart, you may rejoice that the house of God has been built in you.4

This passage suggests that the contemplation of a visual image – in this case, an 
extremely complicated one which may or may not have ever been executed5 – will 
clarify for the “viewer” the moral or tropological sense of scripture.

A similar medieval conjoining of the visual and the exegetical occurs in the 
lengthy inscription found on Nicholas of Verdun’s Klosterneuburg Altar (finished 
1181). The opening hexameters of the dedicatory inscription by the donor, Prior 
Rudiger, makes this abundantly clear: in the inscription, he not only explains the 
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traditional exegetical habit of dividing sacred history in three eras (before the Law, 
under the Law, under grace), he also tries to focus vision and attention on certain 
features of the work’s pictorial decoration. These beginning verses not only refer 
to an abstract exegetical system but also direct our visual experience of the object 
before us: “You see in this work” how the events of sacred history mirror each 
other, Rudiger tells us. To see, we are instructed to “seek” the time before the 
Law in the upper zone; below that we will find the time under the Law; and “in 
between the two” stands the era of grace. These detailed instructions inform 
the viewer where, according to Rudiger, the main visual interest lies, which is in 
how the system of the three ages has been translated into a pictorial program. 
The verses also suggest a schedule for studying the various regions of the work. 
Taken as a whole, the inscription not only lays out the exegetical foundation for 
the work’s iconography, but strongly encourages us to experience it visually, and 
not just conceptually. The underlying reason for insisting on the visual perception 
of exegesis can only have been a strong belief in the efficacy of that relationship.

Further evidence for the medieval connection of pictorial exposition and 
exegesis can be seen in the many Romanesque manuscripts that rely heavily on 
visual devices such as schemata or diagrams to make exegetical points in a way that 
was clearly thought to be more forceful and expeditious than textual exposition. 
As Michael Evans has argued, diagrammatic exposition makes clear that medieval 
exegetes believed that certain ideas could be expressed visually, but less effectively 
verbally, which implies that the modern emphasis on prose as the primary me-
dieval medium for the transmission of knowledge is overstated.6 Finally, certain 
works of art make their relationship to exegesis explicit. For instance, when the 
designer of the so‐called “anagogical” window at St.‐Denis (c.1140–1144; see 
below) frames an image of Moses receiving the Law with an inscription which 
makes direct reference to Paul’s dictum “the letter killeth, but the spirit giveth 
life” (II Corinthians 3: 7–8, 16–17), the viewer is obliged to interpret the image 
in the light of scriptural exegesis, in this case concerning the transition from the 
Old to the New Dispensations.7

All of this suggests that “Art and Exegesis” is a topic with an authentic medieval 
pedigree (as opposed to, say, the study of iconography). However, given the fact 
that there is no established modern bibliography or methodology concerning the 
relationship of art to exegesis, this chapter will sketch out the ways the problem 
has been addressed by scholars by looking at three categories in which the two 
terms have been brought together in art historical research, and then give exam-
ples of each. These categories, which overlap each other at times, are: (i) art or 
decoration found in Romanesque and Gothic exegetical manuscripts; (ii) art that 
illustrates or gives visual expression to exegetical ideas found in texts, or, to put 
it another way, art that adopts exegetical ideas as its iconography; (iii) art that 
functions as a visual form of exegesis. Before proceeding to examples, I would 
like to offer a caveat about discussing the relation of art to a textual tradition 
such as scriptural exegesis (this issue will be touched upon again below). Georges 
Didi‐Huberman reminds us that medieval exegetes did not view sacred texts as, to 



270 	 C h r i sto p h e r  G . H u g h e s

use his idiosyncratic terminology, lisible, or open to an immediate and complete 
apprehension. Instead, they viewed the interpretation of scripture as an ongoing 
mystery which would never completely reveal itself. In painting, a similar distinc-
tion can be made between what Didi‐Huberman calls the visible and the visuel: 
an iconographic approach to art history considers pictures to be visible, or fully 
understandable once we have deciphered their subject matter. Pictures, however, 
are, in fact, visuel, a distinction meant to stress the irreducible, resistantly non‐
verbal, visual nature of a picture.8 When speaking of art’s relation to exegesis, this 
analogy not only reminds us of the medieval attitude toward the interpretation of 
scripture, but also asks us to think of works of art as manifesting a visuality that 
functions very differently from textuality, and finally suggests that because of this 
distinction, exegetical art will proceed by means of its own visual logic, never 
merely illustrating exegetical texts. This will become mostly apparent in my third 
group of examples, works of art that embody a notion of visual exegesis.

Scriptural Exegesis

Before turning to works of art, a brief descriptive history of the practice of biblical 
exegesis is in order. Generally speaking, the Christian interpretation of scripture 
is, at its heart, allegorical. That is to say, the events of both the Old and New 
Testaments are thought to have not only a literal or historical meaning, but a 
“spiritual” or “mystical” sense as well. Usually, the New Testament is taken to be 
the allegorical sense of Old Testament; that is to say, the New Testament is viewed 
as a fulfillment of the prophetic Old Testament. This idea of the mystical concord 
of the two testaments gives rise to the idea of biblical typology, which permeates 
scriptural exegesis throughout early Christianity and the Middle Ages. It is not 
always easy to sort out the differences between typology and allegory and it is not 
clear that medieval exegetes felt a need to do so.

A system for the hidden meaning of scripture was developed very early on and 
remained in place well beyond our period. This system, referred to as the “four 
senses of scripture,” sees in scripture a literal sense, an allegorical sense, a moral 
or tropological sense, and an anagogical or eschatological sense.9 The significance 
of each sense is nicely summed up in a much‐quoted couplet by Nicholas of Lyra, 
writing about 1330 at the end of a very long tradition:

Littera gesta docet, quid credas allegoria,
Moralis quid agas, quo tendas anagogia.10

(The letter shows acts, allegory shows what to believe,
The moral shows what to do, anagogy what to strive for.)

Theoretically, every utterance in scripture can be interpreted in terms of all 
four senses, although in practice it was recognized that some were better suited 
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to  certain senses than others. One finds the three spiritual senses of scripture 
explicated in straightforward terms throughout, for example, the Glossa Ordinaria, 
each sense introduced by allegorice (allegorically), moraliter (morally), or mystice 
(mystically), depending on what the glossator wishes to stress in a given passage. 
One should also note that all three of the non‐literal senses were thought to be 
subcategories of a more general allegorical or spiritual sense. In terms of practice, 
this means that in the many commentaries on the Bible written in the patristic 
period and in the early Middle Ages, one can find a verse‐by‐verse exposition of 
scripture that explains each sense of that verse. On the other hand, certain com-
mentaries, such as Gregory the Great’s Moralia in Job (c.590) could transform 
the ostensible explication of a biblical text into a work of extended theological 
meditation.

Closely related to the allegorical sense of scripture is what modern scholars call 
biblical typology (referred to again, somewhat vaguely, as allegoria in medieval 
usage), a more specialized practice that seeks to elucidate parallels between the 
Old and New Testaments. According to Augustine, the typological or figural 
meaning of scripture is closely related to the allegorical sense.11 This approach 
is founded on the idea, promulgated by Christ, the evangelists, and Paul, that 
the truths of the new Christian dispensation are latent in the events of the “old” 
Jewish one. Typology was not only one of the most common and enduring ways 
of understanding the allegorical sense of scripture, it was also, for reasons we 
shall see shortly, the exegetical type that had the greatest impact on the visual 
arts. In order to do justice to the textual‐exegetical aspect of this chapter, and 
given the pre‐eminence of typology in this world, it seems useful to pause and 
briefly consider a representative example of typological exegesis. This is taken 
from Hrabanus Maurus’s ninth‐century explication of Abraham’s sacrifice of 
Isaac (Genesis 22). After discussing the literal sense of the passage, including 
information provided by Jews concerning the location of the incident’s moun-
tain setting, Hrabanus notes the parallels between this Old Testament event 
and one from the New  –  the Crucifixion. The father, willing to sacrifice his 
only son for God, is likened to God himself sacrificing his son, Christ, for the 
sake of human salvation. Hrabanus also notes that the very wood carried by 
Isaac up the mountain resembles the cross carried by Christ. There is a further 
allegorical meaning to be discovered in this typology as well – the two servants 
dismissed by Abraham “signify” the Jews who “do not understand the humanity 
of Christ.”12 This conclusion is typical of typological exegesis in that it stresses 
not only mystico‐structural similarities between the Old and New dispensations, 
but also stresses the superiority of the New.

The voluminous commentaries on the Bible, as well as other types of texts 
like the City of God, written over centuries by authors who had assimilated and 
repeated the work of their forebears, constitutes a kind of culture of exegesis, 
or a  shared set of texts, practices, and paradigms that give this world its dis-
tinctive flavor. However, the harmony (or homogeneity, depending on your 
point of view) of this culture broke down sometime in the twelfth century as the 
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emphases and aims of scriptural exegesis changed. Masters such as Peter Lom-
bard increasingly inserted quæstiones, or theological discussions, into their expli-
cations, thereby combining exegesis and theology in a manner quite different 
from their early medieval counterparts. In the early thirteenth century, a new 
trend in glosses of scripture, partly as a tool for preaching, emerged in the circle 
of Stephen Langton in Paris. This combination of interests in the moralizing of 
scripture and preaching naturally found an eager audience among the Dominicans 
and Franciscans, and certain masters, such as the Dominican Hugh of St. Cher, 
became famous as authors of postillae, or running commentaries on the Bible, 
meant to complement the more atomized glosses. In the meantime, the pursuit 
of the spiritual or allegorical sense, beloved in the old monasteries, declined in 
influence and practice, and in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, emergent 
noble and bourgeois approaches to scripture focused new attention on books of 
the Bible previously neglected by the Church Fathers, which spoke to new inter-
ests in politics and kingship.13

Historiography of Art and Exegesis

Although never attaining the status of an “approach” or method, the use of 
exegetical texts to interpret works of Romanesque and Gothic art goes back 
to the early days of the systematic study of medieval art. Consequently, if the 
following historiographic overview of the relation of art and exegesis seems 
thin, it is because the bulk of the study on the subject has concentrated less 
on paradigms and more on individual cases. Nevertheless, a provisional history 
of the topic can be attempted. A prominent nineteenth‐century example of 
exegetical texts being brought to bear on the interpretation of a work of art is 
found in the monumental study of the stained glass windows at Bourges Cathe-
dral by the Jesuit Charles Cahier (1807–1882), who makes his interpretive 
stance clear by giving the typological window (c.1215) pride of place, devot-
ing more than 100 pages to its explication.14 Cahier offers no methodological 
statement explaining his decision to discuss the window in light of exegetical 
texts (ranging from Tertullian to Rupert of Deutz), because he views exege-
sis as an expression of the truths of the faith, not as a body of material to be 
brought to bear on a historical problem. Similarly, he sees the artist’s repre-
sentation of exegetical thought as a parallel affirmation of the “correct” way 
to convey the tenets of Catholicism. To put it another way, Cahier feels that 
both exegesis and art depicting exegetical ideas respond naturally to the reality 
of  sacred scripture.15 In some sense, it is fair to say that Cahier works as an 
exegete himself, and not as an art historian.

The most influential medievalist to champion not only the use of exegetical texts 
in the interpretation of works of art, but also to reveal the extent to which works 
of art themselves should be viewed as forms of exegesis was Emile Mâle (1862–
1954). Particularly in his magisterial L’Art religieux du XIIIe siècle en France: 
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Étude sur l’iconographie du moyen âge et sur ses sources d’inspiration (1898), Mâle 
proposed a view of medieval art that remains very much with us to this day:

Everything essential said by the theologians, encyclopedists, and the interpreters of 
the Bible was expressed in stained glass and sculpture. We shall attempt to show how 
artists translated the thoughts of the Church Doctors, and do our utmost to present a 
full picture of the abundant teaching the thirteenth‐century cathedral furnished to all.16

Choosing Vincent of Beauvais as a model for a totalizing vision of all medi-
eval knowledge, and citing inter alia Paul, Hilary of Poîtiers, Origen, Augustine, 
Ambrose, Jerome, Gregory the Great, and Isidore of Seville, Mâle interprets the 
art of the Gothic cathedrals as a complete visualization of “the immense chain of 
Catholic tradition.”17 As this statement makes clear, Mâle viewed most medieval 
art not simply as the visualization of theology and exegesis, but as didactic, rather 
than decorative, in purpose. In fact, for Mâle, exegesis practically drives or deter-
mines Gothic art. In his view, it is impossible to understand medieval art simply 
in stylistic or cultural terms because this approach misses that original impulse 
behind those works.

Perhaps the most thoroughgoing theoretical or methodological debate of the 
last century about the use of exegetical texts to elucidate works of art appears not 
in the study of Romanesque and Gothic art, but in the discussion of so‐called “dis-
guised symbolism” in fifteenth‐century Netherlandish painting. In the wake of 
the chapter in Erwin Panofsky’s Early Netherlandish Painting (1953) devoted to 
“Reality and Symbol in Early Flemish Painting,” some scholars began routinely to 
adduce exegetical texts as sources for the purportedly arcane “symbolic” iconog-
raphy of works of later medieval art. When pursued in a mechanical or uncritical 
way, this practice led to interpretations of works of art that implied a naive relation 
of exegesis to image.18 Pursuing this thought, Brendan Cassidy notes that icono-
graphic method’s recourse to exegetical texts often glosses over another important 
issue, the relationship of medieval texts to medieval images. He reminds us that 
“the visual is more intractable, offering only ambiguous answers to many of the 
questions that the text‐bound historian is inclined to ask. However, it is not the 
appeal to texts for clarification of the meaning of an image that is the issue, for 
iconography would scarcely be possible without texts.” Cassidy also warns that, 
“the texts among which meanings were sought were predominantly the writings 
of medieval churchmen, and classical authors and their humanist admirers; again 
this approach is warranted only in some contexts.”19 This caveat reminds us that an 
expanded conception of the audience for a particular image, reflecting the social 
realities of literacy, class, and gender, means that certain exegetical texts might not 
be appropriate in the reconstruction of an artwork’s reception. This debate, how-
ever, has calmed somewhat, for, as Jeffrey Hamburger has recently observed:

[T]he interpretation of medieval art in terms of theology has fallen out of favor. 
The aversion to theology has many causes; not the least are disbelief and disinter-
est, allied with a general discrediting (and occasional abuse) of the iconographic 
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method, which in turn entails a healthy disinclination to explain images through 
texts. Instead, popular piety, oral traditions, and the beliefs of marginal groups 
command scholarly attention.20

Finally, the tendency to view exegetical texts as sources for iconography, and 
not to understand (as was the case in the Middle Ages) exegesis as a cognitive act, 
misunderstands the degree to which works of art actively constructed exegetical 
meaning, rather than passively representing it.

Three Conceptions of the Study of Art and Exegesis

The Illustration of Exegetical Texts

This is certainly the least important area of our topic, but it would seem remiss not 
to mention what kind of art appears in actual exegetical texts. Compared with the 
great bibles, psalters, and service books made in the Romanesque period, generally 
speaking exegetical works were not as lavishly painted. There are, however, nota-
ble exceptions. For example, for a copy of Richard of St. Victor’s In Ezechielem 
(Paris, Bibliothèque Nationale MS Lat. 14 516), produced c.1150–1175, Richard 
wanted Ezechiel’s temple illustrated by plans, elevations, and exterior views in 
order to prove the literal sense of the text. However, the extensive illustration 
seen in this exegetical manuscript is unusual, owing to the polemical nature of 
the text.21

Art Illustrating Exegetical Writing and Thought

Art may also give visual form to an interpretation of scripture, as opposed to a 
scene or event from scripture. A pair of stained glass windows ordered by Abbot 
Suger around 1140 for the choir of the abbey church at St.‐Denis illustrates exe-
getical thought with great sophistication. One of the windows, variously referred 
to as the “anagogical window,” or more accurately as the window of the “Pauline 
Allegories,” contains five roundels which visualize typologies and allegories of 
the concord of the two testaments. One roundel, now lost, depicted the “Mystic 
Mill” of St. Paul, which Mâle, and after him Louis Grodecki, correctly interpreted 
in the light of Paul’s writings as a symbolic statement of how the Old Testament 
is metaphorically transformed into the New. (This subject is also depicted on a 
slightly earlier capital at Vézelay.) In order to insure a correct reading of the image, 
Suger appended a verse which states that “the wheat of Moses and the prophets 
became the pure flour with which the church nourishes mankind.”22 A surviving 
panel showing Christ crowning Ecclesia and unveiling the eyes of Synagoga sim-
ilarly gives visual form to a variety of verses from the Pauline Epistles that deal 
with the transition from the Old to New dispensations. Throughout his authori-
tative discussion of this window’s iconography, Grodecki insists that its exegetical 
sources in the Epistles are as clear as they are venerable, and he thoroughly rejects 
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Erwin Panofsky’s “anagogical” reading of the windows as overly complicated and 
institutionally unlikely.23 By placing the emphasis instead on traditional allegorical 
readings of scripture, Grodecki returns the St.‐Denis window to its proper place 
in the history of illustrating established biblical commentary. This type of iconog-
raphy was already present at St.‐Denis in the Carolingian altar frontal refurbished 
by Suger at this time, as well as in the subject matter of the great twelfth‐century 
cross, now lost, which was, to quote Suger, “enameled with exquisite workman-
ship, and [on it] the history of the Savior, with the testimonies of the allegories 
of the Law [cum antiquae legis allegoriarum] indicated, and the capital above 
looking up, with its images, to the death of the Lord.”24 Grodecki’s analysis of the 
windows also has the virtue of reminding scholars that the exegetical sources for 
twelfth‐century art need not be contemporary – for example, the Victorines are 
often pressed into this service – and the New Testament and the patristic authors 
remained a vital source for iconographic ideas throughout the Romanesque and 
Gothic periods.25 On the opposing window, dedicated to stories from the life of 
Moses, the panel of Moses receiving the Law is accompanied by an inscription, 
cited by Suger, which alludes to II Corinthians 3: 6: “Lege data Moysi, juvat illam 
Gratia Christi/Gratia vivificat, littera mortificat.” This orthodox statement makes 
it clear that Suger wishes for the Exodus scenes to be interpreted in the light of 
traditional typological exegesis as well. As Grodecki says, it is clear that in some 
respects the “allegorical” window provides exegetical methods for interpreting 
the Exodus window, and others have argued for specific cross‐window interpre-
tive structures.26 Finally, it should be noted that Suger’s choice of conservative 
interpretations of scripture for the iconography of the windows and his cross is in 
part a response to criticisms concerning the place of art in the monastery leveled 
at St.‐Denis by Bernard of Clairvaux.27

A later example (fig. 11-1) from an English Gothic manuscript shows another 
way in which exegetical thought could be rendered pictorially. An illumina-
tion from the Queen Mary Psalter (c.1315) accompanying Psalm 68 shows the 
marriage at Cana; the historiated initial S beginning the first verse contains the 
story of Jonah and the Whale. At first glance, it is difficult to figure out why these 
two biblical stories have been chosen to illustrate this psalm. It turns out that the 
image presumes a familiarity with (which is different from saying something “is 
derived from”) a bit of exegesis derived from Jerome’s commentary on Jonah. 
Explicating Jonah 2: 1–11, which Christ had already interpreted typologically 
(Matthew 12: 40), Jerome says that “The Lord explains the mystery of this topic 
(mysteriorum loci) in the Gospels, so it’s superfluous to repeat it either in the same 
terms, or in different ones.”28 Recognizing that the obvious typology – Jonah’s 
three days in the whale foreshadow Christ’s three days in the earth  –  is well 
known, Jerome turns to the allegorical significance of other aspects of the story: 
“If Jonah is compared to the Lord, and his passing three days and three nights 
in the whale is a sign of his passion, then Jonah’s prayer should be a figure of the 
Lord’s prayer.” In his prayer, Jonah cries out, saying the Lord has “cast me forth 
into the deep heart of the sea, and a flood hath encompassed me” (Jonah 2: 4). 



Figure 11-1  Psalm 68, Queen Mary Psalter, c.1315. Source: London, British Library, 
MS Royal 2.B·VII, fol. 168v.
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This suggests to Jerome a passage from Psalm 69: “Save me, O God, for the 
waters are come in even unto my soul … I am come into the depth of the sea: 
and a tempest hath overwhelmed me” (Psalm 69: 2–3). So far, we have two Old 
Testament texts but no New, yet Jerome intends a typological reading. He brings 
this about by reminding us that the Psalms not only prophesy Christ, but that the 
psalmist, David, is a prefiguration of Christ. Therefore, the Psalms can be attrib-
uted to Christ. He speaks of “the person of Christ who, under the name of David, 
sings the psalm.”29 The psalm prayer, uttered by David‐Christ, is the typological 
equivalent of Jonah’s prayer in the whale. It is therefore not surprising that we 
should find Jonah at the beginning of Psalm 68 in the Queen Mary Psalter – or 
in other Gothic psalters.30 However, this cryptotypology is further complicated 
by the marriage at Cana miniature above, given that the marriage at Cana was 
customarily interpreted as an allegory of the water of the Old Testament being 
changed into the wine of the New by Christ. The watery psalm verse and Jonah 
anecdote, both from the Old Testament, support the typological reading of water 
in the gospel scene above, which, as has been noted, unusually represents only a 
goblet of wine.31 This is a rather complex set of exegetical ideas to present to the 
viewer of the page without any textual hint as to its intended meaning. Neverthe-
less, we must assume that the designer of the Queen Mary Psalter expected the 
images to be understood in some way.

Art as Visual Exegesis

The third way in which art and exegesis can be related to each other is to think of 
works of art performing a kind of visual exegesis. That is to say, beyond the simple 
representation of an idea gleaned from an exegetical text, these works, through 
their formal arrangements, act as an exegetical mode themselves. As Marcia 
Kupfer has said in relation to Romanesque murals, visual exegesis is “a nonlinear 
mode of narration that correlates the dynamics of perception and interpretation. 
The viewer comprehends the various particular elements in light of the global 
arrangement in which they are subsumed.”32 It is in this area that “exegetical” 
art shines most brightly, constructing scriptural interpretations as ingenious and 
compelling as anything found in a text – and often more so.

Made around 1160 in the valley of the Meuse, possibly to contain a long‐
vanished relic of the True Cross, the Alton Towers triptych (fig.  11-2) is a 
noteworthy example of how visual exegesis might work. Its iconography is both 
allegorical and typological. Complemented by allegorical voices, typology asserts 
itself as the featured pictorial program of the triptych. The central panel is ded-
icated to events from Christ’s Passion: the Crucifixion, the Harrowing of Hell, 
and the Three Maries at the Tomb. The left and right wings provide each New 
Testament event with an Old Testament prototype. These particular matchings of 
Old and New Testament events is conventional, repeated throughout the patris-
tic and early medieval commentaries. They also occur regularly in twelfth‐century 
Mosan enameled metalwork. What is original about the Alton Towers triptych 
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is the format in which these exegetical commonplaces are presented: they are 
accompanied by unusually ornate inscriptions and arranged in a diagrammatic 
network of roundels. This combination of inscription, diagram, and image give 
the work its distinctive exegetical power.

The inscriptions draw our attention to parallels in the Old and New Testaments 
by creating a system of verbal rhymes and echoes – in other words, formal struc-
tures meant to suggest a meaningful relationship. Similarly, the appearance of the 
Alton Towers triptych’s imagery works by means of an equivalent visual process. 
Drawing on the rich tradition of medieval diagrams, or figurae, the abstract sys-
tem of connecting bars and roundels on the triptych encourages the viewer to 
consider why various subjects are compared or contrasted. Both designer and 
audience would sense that roundels of similar size and position implied a for-
mal comparison of their contents. Formal differences would register themselves 
as well: the roundels on the wings are blue, while those in the center are white. 
Those on the wings are incomplete, while those in the center are complete; this 
probably denotes the approved belief that the revelation of the Old Testament 
was incomplete, while that of the New is complete and perfect. These distinctions 
correspond to the Old/New dispensation distinction, or, to put it another way, 
one visual type of figura is used to elaborate an exegetical one.

Figure 11-2  Alton Towers triptych, c.1160. Source: London, Victoria & Albert Museum.
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Finally, the center panel of the triptych includes allegorical imagery that sets 
the Crucifixion and Resurrection in a cosmic setting. In the top and bottom 
borders appear personifications of Charity, who bears a scroll inscribed with her 
name, and Justice, with an identifying inscription just below her, two of the four 
cardinal virtues. Justice, a worldly virtue, occupies the lower place, ceding the 
higher, spiritual position to Charity. Versions of this allegorical schema, derived 
from patristic exegesis and reinforced by later commentators including Rupert of 
Deutz, were incorporated into early medieval representations of subjects such as 
the Majestas Domini, giving the Christ in Glory a broader setting.33 The designer 
of the Alton Towers triptych complicates this theme by framing the retable’s New 
Testament subjects with quasi‐classical personifications of the Sun, Moon, Earth, 
and Sea, complete with inscriptions in the panel’s outer border. Also present on 
the central panel are the symbols of the four evangelists, inserted into the corners 
of the box framing the Crucifixion. The two trees in half‐roundels flanking the 
Crucifixion may be the Trees of Life and Knowledge. All of these symbols and 
images offer different perspectives on the narrative events depicted in the main 
column of roundels.

Compositional strategies closely related to those found in Mosan enamels 
can be found in early Gothic stained glass windows as well. Windows at Can-
terbury, Bourges, and Chartres have complex, usually diagrammatic, typologi-
cal programs.34 Another popular “exegetical” subject for glazing programs is 
the parable of the Good Samaritan complemented by a series of Old and New 
Testament typologies.35 This interest in interpreting the parable –  itself already 
an allegory – along typological lines lacks textual precedent; that is to say, the 
windows deviate from the conventional ways of explicating the text found in the 
early Christian and medieval glosses. Thus, they truly act as an independent form 
of visual exegesis. Deviating from contemporary works such as the late twelfth‐
century Hortus Deliciarum of Herrad of Hohenbourg, which accompanied literal 
illustrations of the story of the Good Samaritan with an allegorical gloss from 
Honorius Augustodunensis’s Speculum Ecclesiae, the Good Samaritan stained 
glass windows at Sens (c.1200) and Bourges (c.1215) visually engage the literal 
and allegorical senses of the parable at once.

Along the central axis of the Bourges window are arranged in descending 
order five scenes from the parable. In the large half‐roundels which stand on 
either side of the parable scenes we see Old and New Testament scenes. Ten of 
the Old Testament scenes illustrate the story of Creation, beginning with God 
creating the sun and the moon and ending with the angel shutting the gate of 
Paradise after the Expulsion of Adam and Eve. This abbreviated Genesis cycle 
corresponds to the first three Good Samaritan roundels – the quitting of Jerusa-
lem and the attacks on the pilgrim. The fourth parable scene, the priest and the 
Levite before the wounded pilgrim, is framed by four scenes from Exodus: Moses 
and the burning bush, Moses breaking the tablets of the law, Aaron collecting the 
jewels of the Israelites, and the worship of the golden calf. At the bottom of the 
Bourges window (fig. 11-3) we see two New Testament events, the Flagellation 
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and the Crucifixion, placed on either side of the Samaritan leading the man to the 
inn. The meaning of these juxtapositions is clear. Two scenes of God creating the 
prelapsarian world suggest that the city of Jerusalem (at center) is like Paradise; 
the man’s ordeals on his journey recall the sins of Adam and Eve, whose creation 
and fall parallel those scenes; the priest and the Levite, who signify the failures of 
Judaism for Honorius, find analogies in the scenes of Moses, Aaron, and the Isra-
elites. Finally, the merciful deeds of the Good Samaritan are likened to the events 
of Christ’s passion, events that stress the meaning of his sacrifice for humanity.

An even clearer pictorial version of this interpretation of the parable appears 
in the choir at Sens Cathedral. Here, the parable narrative proceeds clearly down 
the vertical axis, as at Bourges. The groups of typologies, arranged in four partial 
roundels abutting each of the three scenes of the parable, attain an even greater 
level of internal logic than those found at Bourges, in that the Old and New 
Testament “glossing” scenes read in a linear narrative (left‐to‐right and top‐to‐
bottom). The result is one narrative serving as a commentary on another – quite 
a feat to accomplish within a rigid diagrammatic framework. It should be noted 
that typological exegesis exists side by side with more pure narrative in these win-
dows of the early decades of the thirteenth century, suggesting it would be wrong 
to oppose an “old‐fashioned” typological mode with a “progressive” narrative 
one. The popularity of allegorical and typological subject matter in diverse media 
at this time strongly contradicts this teleological notion.

Surely the most ambitious example of visual exegesis of the Gothic period is 
the  Bible moralisée.36 The intention of the original manuscripts’ designers was 

Figure 11-3  Typological window, c.1215. Source: Bourges Cathedral.
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to illustrate in roundels biblical texts (the number of which far exceeds previous 
biblical cycles), which were then paired with both a textual and pictorial exeget-
ical gloss.37 The result, in the case of the exemplars made in Paris in the 1230s 
and 1240s, is a vast exegetical work that functions on both a textual and visual 
level. The visual system constructs exegetical meaning out of clear rhymes, corre-
spondences, and parallels, whereas the textual glosses state their exegetical points 
more plainly. The designers of this vast book have created an infinitely extend-
able, seductive mode of visual exegesis, one that engages the eye and mind in an 
open‐ended way. The texts inform the reader in one way, while the possibilities 
inherent in the visual imagery encourage a kind of engaged looking that was 
clearly thought to be a useful skill in thirteenth‐century Paris.38 One sees, for 
example, similar validations of visual interpretation in stained glass and in the 
great sculptural programs of the French Gothic cathedrals.

Postscript: Art and Exegesis in the Later Middle Ages

Just as in the later Middle Ages forms of monastic worship were increasingly imi-
tated by the laity (most conspicuously in the recitation of the canonical hours), 
types of biblical exegesis originating and perfected in monastic circles found their 
way into personal devotional books. These developments were also influenced 
by such widely read fourteenth‐century texts as the Biblia Pauperum and the 
Speculum Humanae Salvationis, which presented exegetical thought in a more 
moralizing, homiletic context than had been the case in the twelfth and thir-
teenth centuries.39 An ambitious early fifteenth‐century example of a devotional 
work flavored with exegetical imagery would be the Rohan Hours (Paris, Biblio-
thèque Nationale, MS Lat. 9471), in which a reduced version of a Bible moralisée 
cycle is interwoven with the more traditional imagery associated with the various 
hours. This means that at any given hour, the owner of the book would not only 
consider the imagery found at that point in the book’s temporal structure, but 
would also be asked to consider an atemporal, typological relationship of Old and 
New Testaments as well. This dual activity must have considerably enriched the 
owner’s conception of the place of his or her devotions within a much larger and 
quite complex Christian world‐view. The presence of such an exegetical cycle in a 
Book of Hours confirms the general sense of intellectual innovation found in the 
ultra‐lavish personal books of this later period, and reminds us that private “devo-
tional” manuscripts were hardly removed from the more professional and erudite 
world of scriptural exegesis.

By the early sixteenth century, the combination of exegetical and devotional 
imagery in private devotional manuscripts reached new levels of interpretive as 
well as pictorial subtlety in the Low Countries. For example, the Spinola Hours 
(c.1515), features an unusually rich cycle of double‐page openings for the Weekday 
Hours which represent cleverly paired scenes from the Old and New dispensa-
tions.40 Two openings stand out in term of their seriousness of visual exegesis. 
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At the Thursday Office of the Eucharist (fig. 11-4), one finds on the left a pic-
ture of a Eucharistic procession, complete with the host displayed in an elaborate 
monstrance, and on the right the Gathering of the Manna. The latter image is 
complicated by the inclusion of the meeting of Abraham and Melchisidech, from 
Genesis, in the border, which not only mirrors the ritual procession leading from 
left to right in the Eucharistic scene, but also deepens the meaning of the Exo-
dus story in that Melchsidech is often shown in medieval art as a priest offering 
Abraham the host and a chalice in return for his tithe. Another opening for the 
Tuesday Office of the Holy Spirit compares the Pentecost to a scene of Elias calling 
down fire from heaven, which ignites a sacrificial offering on an altar. The link bet-
ween the Old and New Testament scenes here is clear enough, but again, it is the 
border of the recto page that deepens the meaning of the whole. Here, we see 
illustrated the building of the Tower of Babel, the negative inverse of the speaking 
in tongues brought on by the descent of the Holy Spirit at the Pentecost. It is also 
worth noting in both cases that the New Dispensation scene always appears on the 
left side of the opening, with the one from the Old on the right. This deliberate 
inversion of the scriptural commentary reflects the by now ancient belief that the 
relationship of Old to New is not strictly chronological, but also allegorical and 
timeless. It was also considered appropriate for the New, or “correct” Dispensa-
tion to be given precedence over the Old. (It should also be said that this verso/
recto arrangement of images is also informed by conventions of books of hours.) 

Figure 11-4  Spinola Hours, Eucharistic procession (left) and gathering of the manna 
(right), c.1515. Source: Los Angeles, J. Paul Getty Museum, MS Ludwig IX 18, 
fol. 48v–49r. © by The J. Paul Getty Museum.
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Finally, while it is true that many aspects of both  these complex sets of cross‐
readings of the Bible and Christian ritual had appeared in both earlier art and 
exegesis, it is only with the ingenious development of the border in later Flemish 
illumination as a space both complementary to and separate from the main image, 
that these imaginative and highly visual types of devotional exercise are made pos-
sible. This reminds us that two characteristically “medieval” endeavors – namely, 
interest in traditional exegetical thought and creativity in  the field of book 
illumination – extended beyond our period and well into the Renaissance.
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Whodunnit? Patronage, 
the Canon, and the 

Problematics of Agency 
in Romanesque and  

Gothic Art
Jill Caskey

Studies of patronage occupy a critical niche in the history of medieval art, since 
they function as alternatives to the formalist and iconographic interpretations that 
have shaped the discipline for over a century. But like so many other approaches to 
art history, they also derive from dominant paradigms and the field’s ever‐changing 
methodological priorities. Patrons and their monuments were often integrated 
into the evolutionary model of art history around 1900, for instance.1 Similarly, an 
emphasis on the spending habits of powerful men followed the lead of Renaissance 
scholarship shaped by Vasari and Burckhardt.2 Since the 1970s, scholars have been 
seeking to identify a greater variety of patron groups and reconstruct more specific 
connections between works of art and the intentions, ideologies, demands, and 
desires of the individuals who paid for them or were their primary users.3

Given these contextual concerns, patronage studies have often coincided with 
the aims of the so‐called Social History of Art.4 But while that movement has 
seen its ups and downs, the subject of patronage never disappeared from studies 
of medieval art. This staying power derives in part from the impact of the Annales 
School and the longstanding interdisciplinarity of scholarship on the Middle 
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Ages. For decades, studies of patronage have characterized art as constitutive of 
social, political, economic, and other ideas; they have engaged a host of disciplines 
(such as literary, religious, gender, and other histories), and with them, attendant 
subject formations, foundational texts, and theoretical models.

Despite the recent flourishing of patronage studies, there have been few attempts 
to discuss the theme broadly. The largest obstacle to such a project is the sheer 
variety of contexts, types of patronal involvement, and artworks found during the 
Middle Ages. An overview of reference materials suggests that the specialization 
of academic discourse also has hampered such efforts. Whereas the Encyclopedia of 
World Art (1966) featured a synthesizing entry on patronage in Western art,5 the 
most recent reference work of that genre, the Grove Dictionary of Art (1996), 
does not. Only a handful of topics explored in its “Romanesque” and “Gothic” 
entries deal expressly with patronage issues.6 Rare attempts to generalize about 
medieval patronage are Brenk’s short essay in the Enciclopedia dell’arte medi-
evale (1994) and Binski’s entry in The Oxford Companion to Western Art (2001).7 
Beyond such reference works, recent collections of essays have probed defini-
tions, conceptualizations, and types of patronage across a wide range of settings, 
while more focused studies contain in‐depth examinations of patterns and types 
of patronage.8 But none offers as highly developed a model for understanding the 
phenomenon as early modern settings have inspired for decades.9

Still, this subfield has coalesced in the post‐war era around salient themes. 
The principal loci of patronage examined in the literature are the primary 
institutions on which medieval society was constructed – court, cathedral, and 
monastery – many of which established their own aesthetic conventions. Within 
and outside of these contexts, patronal categories have multiplied. Queens are 
differentiated from kings, as are canons from bishops, and the impact of the laity 
has come to the fore. The taste and intentions of each group are seen as contin-
gent upon many internal and external factors.

Despite this trend toward fragmentation and its result, our greater awareness 
of the variety of contemporaneous art forms, dominant narratives of medieval art 
still emphasize eschatological meanings. This structure makes sense for obvious 
reasons, but it comes at a price. Things outside that framework, such as secular 
monuments or those used by religious minorities, continue to occupy the margins 
of the discipline, despite our increasingly liberal definitions of material and visual 
cultures and medieval society.10

This chapter probes these and other problems relating to patronage, artistic 
production, and agency in the later Middle Ages. It begins by discussing some of 
the major themes that emerged at St.‐Denis and their implications for how art his-
tory has been written. It then investigates debates surrounding artistic patronage, 
including the problem of agency, sites of patronage, and motivations for it. First, 
however, a caveat: this historiographical journey takes its cue from generations of 
art historians, and, like them, concentrates on elite patrons of religious art. An 
accompanying bibliography invites wider views of the subject, although it, too, is 
far from comprehensive.
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Shaping the Canon: Suger and St.‐Denis

When the glorious and famous King of the Franks, Dagobert, notable for his royal 
magnanimity in the administration of his kingdom and yet no less devoted to the 
church of God … had learned that the venerable images of the Holy Martyrs who 
rested there [at St.‐Denis] – appearing to him as very beautiful men clad in snow‐
white garments – requested his service and unhesitatingly promised him their aid 
with words and deeds, he decreed with admirable affection that a basilica of the 
Saints be built with regal magnificence.11

The abbey of St.‐Denis constitutes a critical juncture between Romanesque 
and Gothic in narratives of medieval art, a pivotal moment illuminated by Suger’s 
writings. In this passage from De consecratione, Suger (d. 1151) summarized 
paradigms of artistic patronage operative in the later Middle Ages. He also sug-
gested the ideologies and conventions that had long sustained such paradigms and 
would continue to do so well into the fourteenth century. As such, the passage 
articulates many of the themes that have shaped our understanding of patronal 
motives in medieval art and the priorities of art historians.

First and foremost, this account characterizes the Merovingian king Dagobert 
(d. 639) as a pious and generous sovereign. This is a familiar trope; the principal 
motives behind royal and lay patronage generally claim to derive from Christian 
ideals, in which almsgiving, donations of all types (money, materials, land), and 
endowments of liturgical celebrations were perceived as fundamental duties of the 
faithful. For the wealthiest members of medieval society, these pious expressions 
and largesse on a grander scale (such as the foundation of monasteries) articu-
lated one’s social station in life. But they were also essential responsibilities of that 
social station.12 Here, then, patronage is naturalized as an attribute of a Christian 
king. Suger, in citing Dagobert’s prestigious name, also strove to codify and rein-
force the tradition of royal support of the abbey.

Using a variety of strategies and motifs, including the convention of visionary 
experience, Suger’s passage establishes the intimacy between royal patrons and 
large‐scale building projects. Imperial or royal commissions shape most narratives 
of medieval art, from Old St. Peter’s in Rome to the Chartreuse de Champmol 
outside Dijon. This is not surprising, since so many extant medieval monuments 
derive from royal patronage, due to the concentration of human, economic, 
and material resources in the hands of monarchs. Royal settings are also better 
preserved and documented than more humble ones, thereby creating a wider 
interpretive framework for analysis. But the contours of the canon also reflect 
attitudes regarding originality and quality. Interpretations of medieval art tend to 
begin with the assumption that taste and related cultural practices were established 
at the pinnacle of society and inevitably trickled down to its more humble sectors. 
Works of munificentia are often assumed to derive from regal settings, and royal 
art is equated with quality. Given such historical and historiographical factors, it is 
not surprising that royal contexts have dominated patronage studies.
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Although Suger and St.‐Denis introduce many of the major themes in the 
literature, Suger’s precise role in artistic production remains a matter of debate. 
As a reasonably learned man in charge of an important monastic center, was he 
well enough versed in theological matters to invent iconographic programs? Were 
more accomplished theologians working for him, and if so, who were they? Was 
he responsible for locating and hiring the diverse teams of artists and builders 
on the site and supervising their activities? Or was he merely empowered as the 
holder of the purse (and pen)?13

Scholars have addressed such questions since Panofsky’s work on Suger 
appeared in 1946. His interpretation of the abbot as an erudite philosopher well 
versed in Pseudo‐Dionysian theology, as well as von Simson’s vision of Suger as 
all‐encompassing intellect behind the building campaign, have been questioned 
and revised.14 The abbot’s indebtedness to Augustine and Hugh of St. Victor has 
come to the fore, as have more nuanced views of the reception of Cistercian ideol-
ogy in mainstream Benedictine settings.15 But while some consensus has emerged 
concerning Suger’s circumscribed role as guiding intellect in the reconstruction of 
St.‐Denis, basic questions concerning the dynamics of patronage and production 
there remain unanswered.

As such, the abbey is representative of many key Romanesque and Gothic 
monuments in which the nature of a patron’s participation is unclear. For more 
than a quarter of a century, conceptualizations of what could be called the 
patronal field have expanded to help address this problem of agency. Scholars 
have come to emphasize that the individuals or institutions traditionally seen as 
great patrons – Bernward of Hildesheim, Louis IX, the mendicant orders, and 
so on – acted within a cultural fabric into which myriad threads were woven. 
Theoretical or multidisciplinary perspectives have provided critical tools for 
reconstructing and assessing this enlarged patronal field.

Agency and Patronage

The question of agency lies at the heart of patronage studies. Whose actions had 
the greatest impact on the appearance of a work of art? Who could claim credit, 
particularly for a large‐scale project? Efforts to define and characterize agency 
have taken many forms.16 Marxist concerns with who controls the means of pro-
duction and thereby determines whether or not a work is made seem straightfor-
ward enough. But such conditions are difficult to reconstruct. As Caviness notes 
regarding the Shaftesbury Psalter (c.1130–1140), the image of a woman praying 
below Christ in Majesty should not be identified as the patron until the genesis 
of this manuscript is better understood.17 If the woman received the book as a 
gift, then our interpretive strategies must change (see below). And given the large 
scale and long gestation of so many medieval projects, rarely could a single person 
act as what Warnke has called a superpatron.18

Brenk avoids rigid paradigms by differentiating between the “patron‐concepteur” 
as overriding intellect/manager, and donor as financial contributor (likely one of 
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many for large‐scale projects).19 This distinction is critical for creating more nuanced 
assessments of agency, but it can conceal women’s participation in highly collabora-
tive processes.20 It also can underestimate the impact of “mere” donors. Modest gifts 
of land to monasteries were common following the rise of feudal elites in the Roman-
esque period. Tracing the patterns of such donations and their impact on monastic 
coffers can illuminate the formation of local religious allegiances,21 as well as the chro-
nology of building campaigns.22 Such gifts also facilitated the expansion of libraries 
and treasuries.23 Donors often had little control over how their contributions were 
utilized, but many institutions depended on them to advance their artistic agendas.

One problem lurking behind discussions of art and agency concerns terminology. 
Whereas scholars tend to utilize “patron” or “donor” to characterize initiators of 
art‐making, this practice corresponds neither to the complex circumstances of pro-
duction in the Middle Ages, nor to medieval usage. Records and inscriptions instead 
tend to express the role of the patron in verbs. Suger, for instance, characterized 
his role – and Dagobert’s – through a series of actions: “we undertook to renew,” 
“we caused to be composed,” “he decreed,” and so on.24 Similarly, the foundation 
charter for Notre‐Dame at Ecouis (c.1310), written by Philip the Fair’s Superinten-
dent of Finances Enguerran de Marigny, expresses Enguerran’s patronage as a series 
of differentiated acts: “I … do establish, found, and endow,” “I grant and give,” 
“I establish and ordain,” “I institute,” and so forth, as he touches upon all matters 
regarding the creation and ongoing liturgical and financial operations of his collegiate 
church in Normandy.25 Inscriptions on works of art show comparable patterns.26 But 
because inscriptions commonly use fecit to express artistic as well as patronal agency, 
it is not necessarily clear who did what.27 These representative samples suggest that 
medieval sources yield more complexity and often less certainty regarding matters of 
agency than our habitual use of the monolithic term “patron” might imply.

Patron, Artist, and Agency

In discussions of objects large and small, much of the scholarly literature modu-
lates between empowering the patron or the artist. At stake is the division of la-
bor, which was traditionally perceived as the patron’s jurisdiction over subject and 
the artist’s over form.28 This dynamic is often observed through the lens of his-
toriographic debates and contemporary intellectual concerns. Panofsky’s portrait 
of Suger as theorist has been seen as a challenge to Viollet‐le‐Duc’s emphasis on 
Gothic as structure,29 and investigations into artistic freedom flourished around 
World War II.30 Assessments of the individuality of artists are again coming to the 
fore,31 in tandem with our attempts to understand the meaning of authorship and 
ownership in a digital culture.

The question of agency in monastic art production is particularly fraught. 
Long‐held views fueled by critiques of industrialization held that monks labored 
selflessly in closed environments to create buildings and objects for their own 
use.32 Distinctions between patron, artist, and user collapse, thereby upholding 
the Marxist ideal that monks were not alienated from their work.
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Early Cistercian regulations seemingly corroborate this view, since they spec-
ify that communities be established far from existing human settlements. But 
since the publication of Mortet’s Recueil de textes (1911), scholars have come to 
emphasize that the monks could not realize their spiritual agenda without involv-
ing the secular in their artistic endeavors.33 An account of the construction of 
Clairvaux II (c.1133–1145) narrates that, “The bishops of the region, noble-
men, and merchants of the land heard of it, and joyfully offered rich aid in God’s 
work. Supplies were abundant, workmen quickly hired, the brothers themselves 
joined in the work in every way.”34 Studies of Cistercian expansion in England and 
Germany have stressed similar lay/monastic interplay.35 Despite the involvement 
of lay donors and builders, the order was still able to maintain stylistic consis-
tency and austerity, due to the cooperation of monks, lay brothers (conversi), and 
professional artisans, as well as frequent communication between parent houses 
and new ones.36

Later contexts illuminate these dynamics. A contract of 1398 for a dormitory at 
Durham clarifies that the prior and convent established the parameters of the proj-
ect, including window locations, variations in masonry, and the form of a tower; 
the master mason offered solutions to those needs.37 Monastic patrons should 
be given credit, Shelby argues, for urging lay masons “onward by setting more 
and more difficult tasks.”38 The discussions of specialized branches of knowledge 
(structural, financial, liturgical, aesthetic, etc.) that ensued in such circumstances 
have been seen as a critical moment in intellectual history.39

The nineteenth‐century elision of monastic artist and patron has reemerged 
in studies of religious women, albeit from a feminist perspective. For some time, 
abbesses and nuns have been appreciated as sophisticated patrons and users 
rather than creators of art.40 Recent debates over Hildegard of Bingen’s role in 
the creation of the Rupertsberg Scivias (c.1165) provide another perspective. It 
has been suggested that the idiosyncratic style of the now‐lost manuscript com-
plements Hildegard’s textual descriptions of visions and must be attributed to 
her own hand.41 Any attribution of this sort is fraught, since the manuscript is 
known only through copies made between 1927 and 1933. But codifying Hil-
degard’s artistic agency not only would establish the significance of the abbess 
in a new realm of activity –  in painting, versus music, theology, medicine, and 
administration, her other areas of expertise; it would also expand our knowledge 
of women artists in Romanesque monasticism. As such, the production of the 
Scivias possibly anticipates women’s artistic experiences at St. Walburg in Eich-
stätt around 1500 as reconstructed by Hamburger.42

Hierarchies of Agency, Webs of Production

Studies since the 1970s have rendered the issue of agency more complex by empha-
sizing the webs of interaction that led to the creation of medieval art. Considering 
the social and political overtones of the word “patronage” helps reconceptualize 
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the dynamics of artistic production.43 The relationship between patron and artist 
was not asymmetrical, oppositional, and merely economic, but also potentially 
about both participants gaining distinction, access to other artists/ patrons, intel-
lectual camaraderie, and so on.44 Furthermore, this model expands the artist/
patron binary to incorporate third parties, such as theological advisers working in 
courts, cathedrals, and monasteries.

A folio from the Toledo Bible moralisée idealizes this hierarchical model of 
patronage and production (fig.  12-1). In this work of c.1234–1235, Blanche 
of Castile and Louis IX are enthroned in an arcade above two figures. Blanche’s 
demonstrative, open‐handed gesture toward her more passive son suggests her 
control over the project.45 Below her, a theological adviser looks down at his book 
and points toward the figure on the right; he is clearly dictating the manuscript’s 
complex typological and exegetical principles. Lowden has identified the figure 
on the lower left as a secular ecclesiastic and the lower right a lay artist, who is 
creating the manuscript’s circular underdrawings.

These two figures must be understood as generalizations, since so many people 
were involved in the creation of these densely illustrated works.46 The hieratic 
image also suggests that Blanche’s commanding presence was somewhat abstract 
during the making of the book. As such, the circumstances of production differed 
from some outside royal settings. As Stones has construed, the many additions 
made to the Book of Madame Marie indicate that its patron (Marie de Rethel? 
d. 1315) and her Franciscan adviser consulted with the illuminators while the 
book was in process and likely convinced them to make changes.47 This difference 
in production also signals difference in type: whereas a variety of complex intel-
lectual formulations informed the Bibles moralisées, mendicant‐inflected prayer 
books emphasized emotional connections with Mary and Christ.48

The literature on Gothic cathedrals explores tensions between the intellect(s) 
who developed thematic programs and the donors/patrons who contributed to 
the church fabric.49 In contrast to monasteries, cathedrals are often characterized 
as urban monuments in which lay participation was prominent. This view derives 
in part from the “cult of carts,” which held that all members of Christian society 
were moved by their faith to perform hard labor on cathedral construction sites.50 
There are some examples of unity and participation, as at Amiens in the 1220s and 
1230s.51 But scholars have questioned how such participation unfolded, given the 
centralization of power in the hands of the bishop and the small scale of lay com-
missions (stained glass, wall paintings, side chapels, etc.).

Recent studies have disentangled these threads of agency by examining episco-
pal hierarchies. Bishops tended to initiate and manage building campaigns (they 
also contributed significant amounts of their personal wealth to the projects), 
while canons engaged in small fund‐raising activities and supervised the flow of 
building materials, money, and labor through the vestry or fabbrica.52 But given 
the number of participants involved, how did Great Churches achieve the coher-
ence of the sort described by iconographers like Mâle and von Simson? What 
choices did patrons of lesser stature than, say, kings, bishops, or deacons have in 



Figure 12-1  Hierarchies of agency as represented in the creation of the Toledo 
Bible moralisée. Source: New York, The Pierpont Morgan Library, MS 240, fol. 8r.
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shaping their commissions? The windows at Chartres illuminate the problematics 
of agency in episcopal settings after 1200.

Representations of artisans plying their trades and knights on horseback 
bedecked with armor and heraldry have prompted the windows to be interpret-
ed as “donor portraits” that commemorate diverse contributors to the building 
campaign. Questions about who developed such imagery and why have fueled 
considerable debate.53 Mahnes‐Deremble has argued convincingly that the chapter 
itself determined the content of the windows, which articulate the church’s view 
of proper modes of royal and lay behavior. Iconographic choice, then, rested in 
the hands of the chapter, rather than in those of financial contributors.

Gifts and Patronal Identity Politics

Questions of agency increase in complexity in the widespread practice of 
gifting, a problem that scholars have addressed in creative ways. As Camille 
points out, gifts are ambiguous, as they range from concretizations of a giver’s 
desires, idealizations, and assumptions to reasonable fulfillments of the needs, 
taste, or wishes of the recipient.54 They also act as abstract currency, imposing 
a debt of a political, economic, or other sort on the recipient, and as a means 
of cultural‐artistic transmission.55

Consequently, the “first owners” of objects must not be construed automati-
cally as patrons. Extensive notations in a Bible in Troyes indicate that the man-
uscript belonged to St. Bernard. But it is full of color, gold, and grotesques, the 
very features he railed against in monastic settings. Cahn has hypothesized that 
the book was a gift to Bernard and the product of a lay atelier – hence its devia-
tions from his ascetic ideals.56

Caviness has argued that works of art given to women must be scrutinized 
to determine “whether their messages were encoded for, by, or ‘against’” their 
recipient.57 Her feminist inquiry illuminates canonical works of art, the St. Albans 
Psalter and the Hours of Jeanne d’Evreux, which previously had been discussed 
primarily in iconographic and stylistic terms.58 She argues that the psalter (c.1120–
1130) was made with the precise needs of Christina of Markyate in mind, whether 
for her or for the monk Roger, who perhaps used it for her spiritual instruction. 
Carrasco’s work corroborates this view by demonstrating that the psalter’s 
representations of the Magdalen typified new interpretations of the sinner‐saint as 
a penitential paradigm for women.59 Hence the appropriateness of such imagery 
for and “pro” Christina. In contrast, Caviness argues that much of the imagery 
in the Hours of Jeanne d’Evreux (c.1324) works “against” the young queen, 
as its ribald marginalia caters less to her spiritual interests than to the desire of 
her new husband to shape her views of marriage, sexuality, and reproduction.60 
This famous book may bear the name of Jeanne, but its texts and images divulge 
the agency and agenda of Charles IV.
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Representing Agency: Donor Imagery

Images of patrons/donors on many late medieval works of art assert ownership 
of or affiliation with the object in question, regardless of the complexity of its 
production process. Studies of this feature of patronage illustrate the discipline’s 
movement away from Vasarian paradigms. Classic investigations of donor imagery 
sought to identify patrons and relate them iconographically to early Christian or 
imperial prototypes, in which patrons generally offer a model of the commissioned 
work to holy figures or kneel before them.61 In contrast, recent work highlights 
the semiotics of such scenes. Many studies focus on manipulations of hierarchy 
in presentational imagery; others examine how such images structure or repre-
sent visionary experience, and others stress that donor figures may well be devo-
tees rather than “patrons.”62 Still other scholars have emphasized the salvational 
dynamics of donor imagery or considered a wider range of patron groups.

Studies of the tympanum of Mervilliers (first half of the twelfth century) reveal 
the web of financial and spiritual relationships generated around patronage.63 
Replacing the holy figures usually displayed on tympana, here a knight offers a 
gift to St. George; an inscription states that “Rembald, the knight … conferred 
on me [St. George] present treasures in order to have [treasures] without end.”64 
Although rarely represented in this literal way, such contractual arrangements 
multiplied after the codification of the doctrine of Purgatory (1215).65

Within this salvational matrix, burials and family chapels of the late thirteenth 
and fourteenth centuries often included effigies, personalized inscriptions, and 
heraldry in order to clarify for whom surviving family members, the religious, and 
faithful should pray. Morganstern has shown that some Gothic tombs conveyed 
legal meaning, as their figural displays of lineage provided focal points for future 
generations of liturgical caretakers.66 The new and increasingly elaborate visual 
language of heraldry articulated this literal type of lineage, while also displaying 
webs of political affiliation and projecting social status. And as Michael has dem-
onstrated, the proximity of shield to images of holy figures articulated connec-
tions between the patron and his or her heavenly intercessors, thereby expediting 
the process of salvation.67

Motivating Patronal Agency: Power and Family

Royal initiatives began to dominate patronage studies in the first half of the last 
century, as the foundational works of Schramm, Kantorowicz, and others on the 
iconography of power indicate.68 Now, however, authority is no longer seen in 
purely iconographic terms; the semantic field has expanded to include styles, 
references, monument types, materials, and motifs. Furthermore, newly accessi-
ble settings in Central and Eastern Europe have expanded the canon beyond its 
narrow post‐war boundaries, as have studies of East–West relations and cultural 
exchange in the Mediterranean region.69 Interpretive models informed by literary  
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criticism, cultural studies, sociology, anthropology, and feminism cluster alongside 
ones of traditional but interdisciplinary derivation.

Take the case of St. Louis. Whereas Branner’s influential study argued that the 
modern style and luxuriousness of the Sainte‐Chapelle were de facto royal char-
acteristics and thus emulated beyond the Île‐de‐France, later studies have sought 
to understand the wider circumstances and abstract references embedded in the 
royal foundation which legitimate the sacral foundations of Capetian kingship.70 
For instance, Weiss emphasizes the chapel’s evocations of the Holy Land, which 
were intended to frame its relics of the Passion and promote conceptions of Louis 
IX as anointed ruler of a new Chosen Land.71 Jordan’s study of narrativity in the 
chapel’s stained glass links the windows to contemporary Parisian literary circles 
and the ars poetriae.72

Although these studies take different paths, they magnify the underpinnings of 
French regal authority as articulated visually through “ideological, material, and 
formal integration,” as Brenk observed.73 As such, the Sainte‐Chapelle can be 
seen as overlapping with other areas of Capetian patronage: the Bibles moralisées, 
Grandes Chroniques, urbanism, new tombs at St.‐Denis, and so on.74 Thematic 
and iconographic consistency possibly derived from the involvement of the king, 
as Jordan hypothesized for the Sainte‐Chapelle; but it also speaks to the vast 
resources that the Capetians channeled into artistic production and the resulting 
ability to complete projects quickly – and under the aegis of a few advisers, say, 
rather than generations of them. It is vexing that the advisers who shaped such 
multilayered, propagandistic representations often remain unknown.75

Studies of power patronage in Germany and England have uncovered other 
dynamics at play. Rather than asserting authority through sumptuousness or modern 
visual and literary idioms, the Landgrave Hermann of Thuringia (d. 1217) utilized 
imposing, imperial design elements for his palaces.76 Meanwhile, Binski has empha-
sized the appropriational character of Plantagenet art, which drew from a wide range 
of sources and ideologies and recontextualized them for home consumption.77

Scholarship on royal and other women moves away from power paradigms. 
While women commissioned innovative and large‐scale projects (i.e. Blanche of 
Castile’s Bibles moralisées and Cistercian monasteries),78 recent studies have recon-
structed more subtle activities, including how women fueled private piety and its 
attendant material culture, and transmitted cultural‐artistic practices from their 
places of birth to where they spent their adult lives.79

Women commissioned small projects, such as prayer books and liturgical objects 
used in private chapels, because they were in charge of the “spiritual and moral 
welfare of their families,” as Gee has emphasized.80 English women often con-
ferred with mendicant confessors while creating religious environments appropri-
ate to the home. Works of art such as the Clare Chasuble (after 1270), attributed 
on the basis of heraldry to the patronage of Margaret de Clare,81 demonstrate 
the potential richness of such environments. Others, such as the de Brailes Hours 
(c.1240), define new types of objects that historians have come to associate with 
women’s spirituality.82
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Conclusions

As with other branches of art history, studies of patronage have followed the tra-
jectories of the discipline as a whole. Supplementing strictly formalist or icono-
graphic interpretations, foundational scholars such as Meiss and Branner tended 
to focus on elite, male patrons and the artworks associated with them. In the last 
40 or more years, research has encompassed more diverse patron groups, includ-
ing the laity and women of varied status.

This new inclusiveness is but one feature of the widening patronal field. Scholars 
have also examined mechanisms of art production and negotiations of agency 
within complex economic, social, intellectual, and theological systems. Motives 
for patronage likewise have come to the fore with greater specificity; scholars have 
endeavored to reconstruct the personal or cultural circumstances which fueled 
patronage, rather than simply characterizing the resulting art as generic expres-
sions of concern with the afterlife. Similarly, others have emphasized the motives, 
means, and impact of recontextualizing pre‐existing works or artistic conventions, 
and helped define patronage as an act of consumption as well as production. 
Feminism, Marxism, and other theoretical models of contemporary resonance 
have fueled these processes, as have creative perspectives drawn from a variety 
of historical disciplines. Through various means, then, patronage studies have 
consistently evaluated the myriad functions and roles of art, and in so doing chal-
lenged canonical views of both medieval art and society.
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Collecting (and Display)
Pierre Alain Mariaux

The history of collecting in the Middle Ages has only rarely been the subject of 
sustained research. There are of course publications on the history of museums 
and the original, though isolated, works of Kryzsztof Pomian. Generally speaking, 
however, the subject has remained a terra incognita where one may find a few 
discreet and repetitive hints about collections but without any critical basis to 
their study. One of the subjects regularly brought up is the collection of Antique 
statues which the bishop of Winchester, Henry of Blois, assembled on his journey 
to Rome between 1149 and 1150;1 another case is the clever display of some of 
the items belonging to the treasure of St.‐Denis, after the abbey was reconstruct-
ed by Abbot Suger; also often mentioned are the Crusaders in Constantinople, 
their greed mingled with wonder when they discovered the riches of the city and 
its churches, true emporia of relics.2 The secondary literature is full of similar 
accounts, dispersed within a multitude of monographs which should without any 
doubt be part of that history. Yet much material still remains to be analyzed and, 
above all, synthesized. This chapter endeavors to suggest the initial steps toward 
this, and hopes to bring out new topics to investigate and to deal with.

Introduction

Is it correct to talk of “collecting” in the Middle Ages? Admittedly, if we define 
the collection as an assembly of chosen objects (for their beauty, rarity, curious 
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character, documentary value, or expense), no such thing existed during that 
period. Assembling a body of objects presupposes the presence of an individual, 
a collector. It is he or she who makes a deliberate choice. However, between the 
private collections to be found in Antique Rome (which also survive in Con-
stantinople after the fall of the Roman Empire3) and the emergence of the lay 
collector in the fourteenth century, one of the signs of early humanism,4 we may 
consider treasures as the only medieval collections of which we have documen-
tary evidence, which are commonly considered as collections without collectors 
(though this view should be finely shaded, as will be shown below).5 Be they 
princely or royal, or assembled by ecclesiastical institutions, these treasures are 
not considered the product of single individuals, but of an institution. However, 
some scholars suggest that the medieval treasury should, all the same, be included 
in the history of collections because it contains objects which no longer take part 
in an economic exchange, which have lost their utilitarian function, and which are 
subjected to definite regulations in order to be displayed in well‐defined sites.6 
Since not every medieval treasure fulfills these conditions, we should not speak 
of collections in all cases. Until at least the eleventh century, both church and lay 
treasuries were accumulations of objects whose value lies precisely in the fact that 
they were made up of a mass.7 From the twelfth century onwards, the arrangement 
of treasures began to change. This development allows us to infer that, instead 
of being simply accumulated, these objects became subject to a reorganization 
according to certain principles of symbolic order, often because they were now 
on view. It is precisely this reorganization that indicates the intervention of ambi-
tious patrons (though this word tends to reduce the complex nature of their role 
as such), who must be considered as personalities demonstrating a high cultural 
consciousness through their commissions and gifts.8 These “patrons” may pride 
themselves on a sound aesthetic judgment and some, who are known, behave 
accordingly as true collectors, shaping memory and the past through the objects 
they commissioned such as Suger in St.‐Denis or Wibald in Stavelot. The reuse 
around 1200 of a mid‐twelfth‐century tympanum for the portal of Sainte‐Anne 
at Notre‐Dame of Paris, or the setting of two Romanesque portals in the Gothic 
cathedral of Bourges, are clues not only of economic concerns, but also of a real 
interest in the art of the past at the beginning of the thirteenth century. Does the 
display of statues of different dates at Rheims western façade, which moreover do 
not match any iconographic program, pertain to museum display, according to 
the principle of varietas?9

The terminology for our modern concept of collection hardly existed in the 
Middle Ages: the term collectio means assembly, or congregation, and, more spe-
cifically, the collection of money in church or some form of feudal dues. A collector 
is the person who collects taxes or tithes. As a medical term, collection was used 
in French at the beginning of the fourteenth century to mean the collection of 
some material (e.g. collection of pus) – in this case, it seems certain that a more 
general meaning is intended, that of an amassment (collection from the Latin col-
lectio (colligere), the action of assembling, gathering, or collecting). Collection 
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in the sense of the gathering or collection of objects does not appear until the 
eighteenth century. In medieval Latin the word used is either corpus, to indicate a 
collection of art or scientific objects, in particular literary collections, or thesaurus 
for books and artworks, though the latter term is often applied to the place where 
precious objects are kept. We find the word thesaurus for an assembly of precious 
objects, for the first time ever, in the Capitulary of Nijmegen in 806, but we must 
wait until the thirteenth century to find it again with the same meaning. Roman-
esque sources talk of treasure as a body of material goods belonging to a church. 
In the thirteenth century, however, the term indicates with greater precision the 
portable yet inalienable goods of a single church, such as sacred vessels, liturgi-
cal ornaments, and precious objects, particularly reliquaries. From the thirteenth 
century on, and throughout the following century, thesaurus meant, above all, a 
special room – the treasury – usually separated from the sanctuary, where precious 
objects were kept.

To gather diverse objects to form a whole is variously referred to as collige-
re, conquirere, even sometimes comparare in classical Latin. Over time, however, 
these words take on a more precise definition: in the Middle Ages colligere still 
meant to assemble (men and things), but conquirere meant to acquire and then 
to conquer, while comparare meant to buy. A more productive direction seems 
to lie in the study of the vocabulary of the conservation of things, e.g., thesaurus, 
thesaurarium, gazophylacium, gaza, sacrestia, sacrarium, scrinium, armarium, 
theca, loculus, etc. for some of which Isidore of Sevilla already suggests definitions, 
and their lexical field. Though the word thesaurus clearly reflects the accumula-
tive character of medieval treasures, Anita Guerreau‐Jalabert and Bruno Bon have 
shown that it does not have a tangible value as first meaning in the Middle Ages, 
with the consequence that metaphorical or figurative meanings would derive from 
it.10 On the contrary, thesaurus equally applies to anything pertaining to the imma-
terial as to the material, and the contexts in which it is used show that it is mobile, 
since “treasure” is permanently seized as something circulating. It seems that the 
opposition spiritus/caro, which maps the social representations in the medieval 
West according to Anita Guerreau,11 operates here again as a referential instru-
ment. The hierarchy between the spiritual and the carnal plays a central role in the 
way we understand “treasure,” which does not strictly cover the pair of opposites 
tangible/intangible. Treasure appears in the opposition between heaven and earth, 
where one naturally has to prefer the treasure that is formed in heaven against 
the one formed on earth, which remains perishable; in the opposition of gift/
circulation (positive) to accumulation/immobilization (negative), since treasures 
are constituted through caritas, gift or alms that are performed in this world for 
the world to come; lastly in the opposition of what is concealed to what is re-
vealed (that is, the visible as opposed to the invisible). Eventually, treasure is valued 
because of its inscription within the spiritual realm, which imposes the continuous 
circulation of goods, be it on earth or between heaven and earth.

Rather than talk of collecting in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, we speak 
with Caroline W. Bynum of an “impulse to collect,” which can also be detected 
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in the expansion of the Cult of Relics,12 for the phenomenon is not limited to 
treasure in the narrow sense of the term. Medieval collecting comprises several 
activities, one of the most remarkable being the reuse of objects.13 Others include 
the special use of spolia for remembrance, the enthusiastic gathering of miraculous 
objects (particularly relics), and acquisition of natural curiosities. These activities 
are all meant to create multiple connections with the past, with the collective 
memory of the community that possesses the treasure and, above all, with the 
invisible.14 Any treasure leads back to the past through the use of names that 
act as elements of a legendary heritage of myths and events. We may therefore 
wonder if collecting in the Middle Ages does not do very much the same thing, 
on a metonymic mode: more than a mere physical action, the gathering of these 
objects is the invocation of the memory of individual people, be they kings, saints, 
or heroes, through the collecting of objects that help shape the past and organize 
knowledge.15

Collecting in the Middle Ages: The Treasury

Previous scholarship commonly assumes that medieval treasuries, particularly 
church treasuries, are the origin of the Wunderkammer, the cabinet of curiosities, 
and museums in the modern sense, which flourished from the eighteenth century 
onwards.16 Yet we are forced to admit that it is impossible to establish a typology 
that could include the medieval collection.17 To consider the medieval treasury 
as a chapter in the history of museums gives the false impression that this history 
is linear, implying a continuous progression, while instead it is irregular. In fact, 
there are a number of ruptures, for example after the fall of Constantinople in 
1204, which resulted in the amassing of precious bounties and of their expedition 
to the West. Previous scholarship also does not entirely take into account the 
polymorphic character of the medieval collection. Treasuries, especially church 
treasuries, are in fact more than the bringing together of precious objects to be 
preserved, as most of these maintain their original function. They do possess a 
value of exchange, but at the same time they retain their usefulness.18 Without 
taking into account its sacred dimension, medieval treasure is nothing more than 
the immobilization of capital in the form of artifacts. It is under constant threat 
of being melted down; furthermore it becomes the expression of value and pos-
session that may inspire wonder and admiration.

As far as church treasures are concerned, primary sources tell us they can be 
categorized into ornamenta (or ornamentum), that is to say a collection of objects 
destined to ornament the church, or as apparata (or ministerium), that is, all the 
necessary furnishings to ensure the smooth running of the liturgical ceremony. 
The treasury can also be used as a place to deposit regalia.19 We therefore find 
an assembly of very diverse objects, such as antependia, portable altars, sacred 
vessels, relics in diverse forms and sizes, liturgical vestments, objects of devo-
tion like images and statues, chandeliers, crowns, processional crosses, illuminated 
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manuscripts with gold bindings, etc. There are also rare fabrics, gold or silver 
objects (sometimes decorated in enamel), antique gems and precious stones, 
and ivory. To these, secular artworks may be added, whose function may or not 
be converted to religious purposes, and objects of curiosity. The main body of 
church treasure is therefore made up of precious objects (clenodia and utensilia), 
which continue or not to play a role in religious practice. But the true treasure 
remains the relics of the saints’ bodies, around which the collection is organized.20 
What enables a treasury to be built up are the economic and religious fluctuations 
of a spiritual center; its wealth is in fact linked to the prosperity and the reputa-
tion of the center: the success of a pilgrimage favors the prestige and opulence of 
the place. If imperial, princely, or ecclesiastic patronage play a major role in the 
formation of a church’s treasury, private gifts must certainly not be forgotten. All 
gifts offered to the church – at the tomb of the saint, at the altar, to the clergy, or 
to the monks who officiate in the sanctuary – add to its patrimony. A gift consti-
tutes both a homage of the faithful to God, through His saints, and the financial 
capital of the church.

Thus defined, a medieval treasury fulfills various functions. First, it is the visible 
expression of the temporal or spiritual power of the authority that assembles it: 
from Antiquity to the Middle Ages, similar objects are collected for the same rea-
sons; collections are created for prestige, to conserve financial resources, to estab-
lish status, and probably also, though less frequently, for study. A second function 
continues a strong tradition that exists between the creation of a treasury in an 
Antique temple and that of a medieval church, even if the conditions of collect-
ing and the situation in which the treasure is displayed differ: both institutions 
preserve the memory of noteworthy or heroic times. For example, Orpheus’ lyre, 
Helen’s sandal, and Leda’s eggs all herald, in a certain way, Virgil’s mirror and 
the pitcher of Cana in the treasure of St.‐Denis. Medieval treasuries are, further-
more, monetary reserves that can be delved into; this again is a sign of continuity. 
However, what is different is the fact that certain objects can be transformed, as 
the faithful do not make a gift of the object itself but of the matter of which it is 
made. Other items, due to their sumptuous aspect (for example ivory leaves) or 
the finesse of the workmanship (engraved precious stones), are kept in order to be 
used again. The medieval treasury is, finally, a place of conservation.

Because of these different uses, scholars must ask questions about the function 
of assembled objects as well as of the collections they form. For if certain objects 
are understood by their cultures as rising above the ordinary, it becomes necessary 
to define clearly what is sacred and what is profane, as well as to categorize the 
wonderful, the monstrous, the miraculous, and the curious, so as to be able to 
apply these concepts to the Middle Ages. The first instinct of a collector is to 
hoard goods, especially rare and precious artworks, and to amass unica (that is, 
whatever is unique). The symbolic value of the collected pieces then determines 
their destiny as “potential museum pieces,” transforms them into museological 
objects, and suggests a display status. The treasury – with liturgical instruments, 
curiosa, and pretiosa as centerpieces – attracts crowds of pilgrims, the curious, and 
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even thieves. The criteria of choice for both sacred and secular treasures seem to 
be the same: their rarity and degree of preciousness, as much as their mercantile 
value, which transform relics, the marvelous, or manufactured objects into items 
with a price which can be offered, exchanged, lost, or stolen.

State of Research and Prospects

With the studies of Jules Antoine Dumesnil, Clément de Ris, Edmond Bonnafé, 
Eugène Müntz, Adolfo Venturi, Otto Hirschfeld, Ludwig Friedländer, and Jacob 
Burckhardt,21 among many others, the nineteenth century showed a consistent 
interest in the idea of the collection as a general phenomenon. These scholars 
concentrated their research on important collections as well as on amateurs and 
collectors since the Renaissance, yet they were little interested in the Middle 
Ages. Only the analytical presentations of the catalogs and the bibliographies of 
inventories published by Fernand de Mély and Edmund Bishop, and to a lesser 
degree by Guiseppe Campori, give importance to medieval documents.22 Yet since 
David Murray and Julius von Schlosser’s interesting contributions to the study of 
medieval collections, both published at the beginning of the twentieth century, 
no other complete analysis of the phenomenon has been made.

The most recent studies of church treasure have mostly come from historians of 
heritage, who have the dual aim of conserving precious objects as well as display-
ing them in modern settings. Therefore, historical research is fundamentally inter-
ested in the transformation of the ecclesiastic treasury into a diocesan museum 
or a museum of sacred art, since the study of inventories makes it possible for the 
vicissitudes of a treasure to be traced and for displaced objects to be tracked. For 
a better understanding of the phenomenon of collecting in the Middle Ages, a 
certain number of inquiries must be undertaken.23 The field of study concerned 
with the content of medieval treasuries is by far the most generally pursued line. 
But we must insist on the fact that the objects are generally considered in them-
selves, independently from their context, to establish the history of decorative 
arts. These studies very rarely concentrate on the notion of the treasury as a 
whole. It is only since the early 1990s that this tendency has been reversed: recent 
exhibitions have shown the interest in starting from the sources and in studying 
the treasury diachronically.24 First of all, the analysis of inventories that began in 
the nineteenth century should be continued, following the founding studies of 
Fernand de Mély and Edmund Bishop. This work was halted after the publication 
of an initial volume by Bernhard Bischoff which deals with inventories of treasuries 
north of the Alps up to the end of the thirteenth century.25 Regrouping inven-
tories in one corpus would make it feasible to study their typology – whether they 
are inventories of cathedrals, monasteries, or royal chapels, etc. – so as to estab-
lish the most specific characteristics of each.26 In this way, it would be possible 
to establish the existence or non‐existence of symbolic relationships between the 
objects according to their place in the inventory, their physical position vis‐à‐vis 
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other objects, or their display during particular liturgical ceremonies. Typological 
analysis is necessary to establish the general history of the medieval treasury; in 
fact, it enables us to understand a set of recurrent facts and to operate horizontal 
crosschecking between treasuries, countries, and types of objects collected, by 
donors presumed or proven. In his study of the 1534 inventory of St.‐Denis trea-
sury, Erik Inglis has brilliantly demonstrated how surprisefull the reading of these 
inventories could be.27 But an inquiry into these documents would be incom-
plete without a search for narrative sources: annals, chronicles, lives of saints and 
abbots, gesta episcoporum, travel accounts, wills, donations, the financial accounts 
of the cathedral workshop, etc. without forgetting the descriptiones, legal deeds, 
accounts of the circumstances of invention, translation, or exposure of relics, and 
liturgical sources.

Architectural analysis of the buildings should also be undertaken with the aid of 
archeology and the history of architecture to determine the position of the trea-
sury, the sacristy, and, if applicable, the archive room which held precious objects. 
Then the architectural layout should be reconstructed, showing the physical and 
visual access to the treasure. Clemens Kosch’s detailed studies of the relation-
ships between architecture and liturgy of different Romanesque and Gothic edi-
fices of Germany should be emphasized as exemplary in this perspective.28 Since 
the specific furniture in which objects were kept (cup‐boards, recesses, relic cup-
boards, chests, shrines, and reredos for relics, etc.) (fig. 13-1) is also concerned, 
an analysis of the links between space, performance, and materiality would be of 
a great profit.29 Supplementing visual evidence with documentary sources will 
help in compensating for monuments that have disappeared and in establishing a 
specific vocabulary.

From Medieval Treasures to Cabinets of Curiosity

Both David Murray and Julius von Schlosser agree that the first traces of collec-
tions of art objects and curiosities in the Middle Ages are to be found in royal 
residences and in church treasuries, as each contain both works of nature and 
works of art. The church, where miracles might be a daily event, keeps mirabilia 
for display and in order to stage them to draw in the faithful. Since the thirteenth 
century there has been written evidence to this effect; for example, Durandus of 
Mende, who talks about ostrich eggs: “In certain churches, ostrich eggs and other 
such items which cause admiration and which are seldom seen are hung up in or-
der to attract the people to church and to touch them [through the sight of these 
objects].”30 The church conserves what is rare, marvelous, or monstrous, and in 
some churches we may find, side by side, embalmed crocodiles, flints, meteorites, 
antelope and unicorn horns, griffon claws, huge teeth and bones, etc. Most of 
these mirabilia seem to have been placed in a conspicuous position in certain late 
medieval churches, as they would be later in encyclopedic museums; others were 
kept in the treasury cupboards. Yet can it be said that medieval treasures prepare 
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the way for the Wunderkammer, the curiosity cabinet, and the modern museum, 
as is assumed by a major part of current research?31

Murray sees the church as a conservatory of the Creation, while von Schlosser 
finds in medieval treasures the justification for people’s taste for things strange 
and curious. Indeed, in his attempt to determine the historical foundations of 
the Wunderkammer, von Schlosser evokes the medieval treasury as an example of 
the collecting curiosity of humankind. However, to see in church treasuries the 

Figure 13-1  Cupboard, Saxony, c.1230. Halberstadt, cathedral treasure, inv. Nr. 42. 
Landesamt für Denkmalpflege und Archäologie Sachsen‐Anhalt. Source: photo courtesy 
of Gunar Preuss.
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ancestor of the cabinet of curiosities is the result of too narrow an interpretation, 
though “early and formative collections of art often display similar tendencies to 
the cabinet, and many of the key visual ‘tropes’ of the cabinet may also be found 
in earlier practices and contexts.”32 The fact that the objects are similar is certainly 
an indication, as von Schlosser notes, that the cabinet of curiosities partly takes 
over the representative function of medieval treasuries, while adding the taste for 
the marvelous. However, the Wunderkammer is not situated halfway between the 
medieval treasury and the modern museum. The origin of the museum is in the 
collections of Italian amateurs, who maintain a clear distinction between objects 
of art and objects of nature in order to build a coherent image of the world. 
Adalgisa Lugli quite rightly sees the cabinet of curiosities as a place of experimen-
tation clearly situated outside the historical evolution of museums.33 The medieval 
treasury has nothing to do with either.

It is true that sacristies preserve all sorts of objects in their cupboards (straw 
wisps, clumps of earth, stones, knives, pieces of cloth, etc.). These objects have an 
obvious judicial function: they signify a gift. As a matter of fact, the great number 
of such gifts provoked the anger of the bishop of Rodez in the thirteenth century. 
He threatened to excommunicate any giver of old rags, hay, or straw. These objects 
are not kept for themselves but rather as pieces of evidence, testimonia. The same 
is true for most objects which seem “bizarre” to the modern eye and which could 
fit in the Wunderkammer.34 As treasuries in the twelfth century were still made 
up of many miscellaneous objects, it is difficult to decide on the connection bet-
ween these “improbable relics” or curiosities and the nature of the treasury. For 
example, a unicorn horn was apparently kept in the abbey church of St.‐Denis, 
fixed to a column of gilded copper and placed near Suger’s great crucifix, but 
there is no written confirmation before the sixteenth century.35 A griffon claw that 
was part of the same treasury and very likely one of the abbey’s liquid measures 
was mounted as a drinking cup in the thirteenth century and so excluded from 
display.36 Another griffon claw hanging from the vault of the Sainte‐Chapelle in 
Paris in the sixteenth century is not mentioned before 1433.37

Medieval Curiositas and Curiosities

The existence of rare objects (as well as others) in treasuries is attested from the 
beginning of the fifteenth century onwards. At this time, curiositas, again intellec-
tually acceptable, starts taking on the meaning of “curiosity, curious thing.” In the 
twelfth century, the Latin word curiositas was associated with an excessive desire 
of knowledge and exaggerated preoccupation or worry. Its negative connotation 
was stressed by moralists, who labeled it as “vain,” but from the middle of the fol-
lowing century it included the meaning of wanting to acquire new knowledge.38 
In calling curiositas the origin of pride, St. Bernard39 and the monastic tradition 
follow in Augustine’s footsteps, who defines it as concupiscentia oculorum (1 John 
2: 15–16).40 This is still the meaning that Odo of Deuil ascribes to it in 1148. 
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When describing the behavior of the Crusaders on entering the churches of Con-
stantinople, he paraphrases a passage from the Book of Numbers: “alii curiositate 
videndi, alii veneratione fideli.”41 Odo distinguishes between viewers (or even voy-
eurs) and the faithful. The latter approach the shrine to venerate; the former are 
not necessarily “curious” in the meaning given to the word since the eighteenth 
century, but it is already a first sign of a positive appreciation which announces the 
changes to come in the Gothic period.

The assembling of naturalia and monstrosities is also linked to an archeological 
inclination nourished by biblical stories. Preserving a rib of a whale signals a desire 
to display a bone of the monster that swallowed Jonah (Jonah 2: 1). But if the inter-
est for things strange and marvelous is constant in the course of the Middle Ages, 
conditions change as time goes by: from the twelfth century onwards, the interest 
in natural curiosities increases.42 Natural rarities and curiosities in medieval trea-
suries – like the tooth of a narwhale (or unicorn horn), the nautilus, or the ostrich 
egg – are meant to show divine wisdom and power made manifest through the 
Creation.43 But once the ontological distinction between miracula and mirabilia 
is established in about 1200, as Caroline W. Bynum has shown, natural curiosities 
function as exempla, seen henceforth through the moralizing filter of lapidaries and 
bestiaries. The ostrich egg is a perfect example in this respect. Looking through the 
table of inventories compiled by Bernhard Bischoff, we see that they existed in sev-
eral churches north of the Alps. They were described either as struthio or as ovum 
struthionis.44 In most cases they seem to have been receptacles (pyxes or reliquaries) 
(fig. 13-2). Most sources are not explicit about how they were displayed. Durandus 
of Mende, however, tells us that the common practice was to suspend them. In his 
presentation of church ornaments, he gives precise reasons why a treasury is shown 
to the people on certain feast days: for security reasons, because of the solemnity of 
the occasion, and above all for the sake of memory, to remember past donations, 
and to celebrate the memoria of the donors. The role of ostrich eggs (and other 
rare objects, huiusmodi) is to attract the faithful and to incite admiration, yet with 
a moral intent. An ostrich has a forgetful nature, but when a certain star appears it 
is recalled to its duty to return and sit on its eggs while they are hatching; likewise 
man, enlightened by the grace of the Holy Spirit, enjoins God to remember him by 
performing bona opera. The eggs are there to admonish the wandering spirit, just 
like a picture – qua imago – and to cause good works.45

Objects of a treasury lose their earthly function and are kept because they are 
signs that refer to something invisible, to which they give access. They have the 
capacity to “pass on to” somewhere above, like the good deeds that follow their 
makers; in other words, they are “convertible.”46 To acquire a treasure in heaven 
(Luke 12: 33; Matt. 6: 2) – that is, to arrive in paradise – was one of the desires 
of the medieval person. One means of attaining this celestial treasure was to begin 
on earth by making a series of donations to the altar, because through them 
pilgrims could prepare the salvation of their souls. Before ending up in the eccle-
siastical treasure trove, these gifts passed through the hands of the mediators of 
the sacred, the priests, and, like the eucharistic species, they were transformed, 
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increasing their value. One of the essential functions of the treasure was precisely 
to ensure good communication between the terrestrial below and the celestial 
above, between the material church and the heavenly Jerusalem.47 The treasury 
thus stands at the threshold between the visible and the invisible, between the 
human being’s temporal life and life beyond. As a sacred repository, it mediates 
between this world and the one to come, the accumulation of earthly treasures 
matching spiritual ones, since both seem to be indissolubly mixed together.48

It seems that there is a correlation between the development of acts of 
mercy – for which the theology is slowly put in place in the course of the eleventh 
century before attaining a tremendous development in the following49 – and the 
phenomenon of rearranging ecclesiastic treasures in the twelfth century. A look 
at Abbot Suger’s activities in overseeing and building St.‐Denis seems to confirm 
this theory. One of the aims of his good deeds was to establish a reciprocal link 
between the saint and Suger himself.50

Figure 13-2  Egg‐reliquary, Saxony, c.1210–1220. Halberstadt, cathedral treasure, inv. 
Nr. 47. Landesamt für Denkmalpflege und Archäologie Sachsen‐Anhalt. Source: photo 
courtesy of Gunar Preuss.
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Manipulating the Objects: Memory Made Visible

The history of architecture tells us that, from the end of the twelfth century 
onwards, the choirs of numerous churches have been rearranged. (One of the 
consequences of this phenomenon was the progressive disappearance of crypts, 
many of which were filled in, as in the cathedral of Troyes.) There is no doubt 
that this architectural rearrangement brought about a change in the location and 
exhibition of a certain number of objects of the treasury, though we must be 
very careful to distinguish these objects clearly from those that were never taken 
out of their cupboards. Furthermore, vaulted and closed treasure chambers were 
now being built inside the sanctuaries themselves (for instance in the cathedral of 
Trier, c.1200), or near the choirs (as in Notre‐Dame of Noyon, c.1170, placed 
against the northern arm of the transept); at Saints‐Pierre‐et‐Paul of Troyes, the 
first radiating chapel to the south served as a treasury from the beginning of the 
thirteenth century – and sometimes it is the sanctuary itself which becomes the 
treasure chamber, as in the case of the Sainte‐Chapelle of Paris (1239–1248).51 
The end of the twelfth century heralds a new age of visibility, as can be seen 
from the new perception of the body of Christ, exemplified by the raising of 
the consecrated host, and by the progressive transformation of reliquaries into 
monstrances. There is a desire to recognize the divine or saintly presence, and 
this implies actually seeing the relic, which in turn leads to a multiplication of 
monstrances and phylacteries in the thirteenth century. The precious remains are 
exhibited in their shrines, visible through a crystal window.52 This interest in vis-
ibility results in a reorganization of treasures. In the history of their formation, 
the twelfth century is a turning point: we notice everywhere an effort to restore 
objects and to make the past attractive, the emphasis being on remembrance. The 
phenomenon concerns objects and consequently the ways of exhibiting them. We 
may consider one singular example. Nantelm, abbot of St.‐Maurice d’Agaune, is 
famous for a shrine he had made and into which he laid the saint’s body, in 1225. 
But he also redistributes the other Theban relics in older reliquaries that he marks, 
or better, authenticates, with small enamel plates (fig. 13-3). Since the economic 
situation of the abbey was but unstable at the beginning of the thirteenth century, 
reuse appeared to be the ideal solution. It did not pejorate already low finances, 
while responding to heritage concerns. But in so doing, Nantelm consciously 
gathered head, arm, and corpse, forming a true corpus, that is a true collection.53

Treasuries portray “History” or the past through objects and images staged as 
relics of that past. A striking example is Suger’s restoration of Dagobert’s throne 
that he found in the St.‐Denis treasury. He restored it both for the excellence of its 
function and its value (tum pro tanti excellentia officii, tum pro operis ipsium pre-
cio), and also because it was supposed to be a gift made by the legendary founder 
of St.‐Denis.54 Legend seems to turn into flesh: the most precious symbols of the 
past become objects that can be touched, admired, or traded. These heroic relics 
are still perceived through the filter of the marvelous and the legendary,55 but, by 
recalling immemorial times, they possess the faculty of connecting the community 
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with History. Moreover, forging a prestigious past in order to inscribe an object 
in the collective memory, a process that Amy G. Remensnyder has termed as the 
“imaginative memory,” is an activity that might involve any object. In this way, 
an object is transformed into a memorial which is then given a name, generally 
a prestigious one.56 For example, the sardonyx vessel that St. Martin suppos-
edly entrusted to St. Maurice Abbey, according to a twelfth‐century legend, was 
given to him by an angel. The precious gemstone material and the rarity of such 
a reliquary certainly helped the monks to assume that its origin was celestial and 
its provenance holy.57 But the process may also have been an “operative action”: 
in the 1160s, the oval reliquary casket of St. Viktor in Xanten was purposely 
fashioned in Antique style in order to make it look older than it was. There were 
also imitations of Roman triumphs. The holy relics that Bishop Konrad von  
Krosigk (1201–1208) brought back from Constantinople in 1205 were carried 

Figure 13-3  Reliquary shrine of Nantelme, 1225, gable showing Christ in Majesty, 
detail: enamel plates. Abbey of Saint‐Maurice d’Agaune, Treasure, inv. 3. Source: photo 
courtesy of Jean‐Yves Glassey and Michel Martinez.
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on a feretrum (or bier) and then exposed in Halberstadt Cathedral so that every-
one would recognize the bishop’s exploit. The publicatio of these spolia opima 
had several functions: to serve as commemoration, and to maintain or support 
the religio, that is the care for the churches and worship, as well as to incite dona-
tions.58 The impact of such proceedings  –  adventus, publicatio  –  on medieval 
religious practice should also be assessed when it comes to collecting and display.

At St.‐Denis, Abbot Suger moved the major relics from the crypt to the choir, 
where there was more light. He restored or transformed some pieces in the treasury 
and also enriched it with new ones. He then placed some of the items at strategic 
points in the church. Suger’s description resembles an imaginary journey through 
the abbey, and it is the liturgy that ensures the spatial unity of the unfinished 
building and the display of chosen objects. This makes the church the theater of 
an experience of the senses, sometimes to saturation point, as Conrad Rudolph has 
shown.59 Through the mediation of the objects which it possesses, the community 
is linked to history and claims the continuity that this implies. Consequently, “visual 
points of memory” are created and displayed, which also serve as so many liturgical 
stations. It is my belief that liturgy motivated the rearranging of church treasuries 
in the twelfth century, though it seems that its impact on medieval collecting has 
been greatly neglected. At the beginning of the thirteenth century, the distinction 
was made between objects considered as liturgical instruments, as curiosities, and 
as marvels within the treasure. It is only from then on that we may truly speak of 
“collecting” in the Middle Ages.
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The Concept of Spolia
Dale Kinney

Spolia are hot. An eruption of conferences, seminars, and publications in the 
past two or three decades has put a once obscure antiquarian subject in the 
limelight. Yet despite the increasing familiarity of the word spolia, the subject 
remains difficult to grasp in its entirety. Textbooks do not include it. The Grove 
Dictionary of Art has no main entry for spolia, only a few paragraphs buried under 
other headings: “Masonry, II” (Vol. 20), and “Rome, VII. Antiquarian revivals” 
(Vol. 26). Most of the literature on spolia is in German, followed by Italian and 
French, with hardly any English or American publications before the 1990s. The 
only comprehensive monograph is in Italian.

The subject denoted by spolia is materials or artifacts in reuse. As indicated by 
the subheading in the Dictionary of Art, initially spolia were reused bits of ancient 
Rome: the second‐century reliefs on the fourth‐century Arch of Constantine, or 
the ancient column shafts and capitals in St. Peter’s and other Christian basilicas.1 
Contemporary art historians use the word spolia more loosely, to refer to any arti-
fact incorporated into a setting culturally or chronologically different from that 
of its creation.

As a label, spolia is both metaphorical and anachronistic. A Latin word meaning 
“spoils” or anything “stripped” from someone or something, “spolia” was coined 
as a term for reused antiquities by artist‐antiquarians active in Rome around 1500. 
This use of spolia postdates medieval Latin, in which the word retained its classical, 
military meaning of “things taken by force.” In medieval texts, reused objects or 
materials are called by their proper names, “columns,” “marble,” “sarcophagi,” etc. 
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This point would be merely pedantic if the metaphor did not have connotations 
that favor or even foster triumphalist and appropriationist interpretations.

Spolia are not an exclusively medieval topic; on the contrary, reuse is a universal 
response to limitations of technology or resources. If stone blocks, bricks, and 
roof tiles are more easily obtained secondhand than manufactured, builders 
will reuse them. It is far less laborious to melt down existing coins or vessels for 
recasting than it is to mine new gold and silver. Parchment can be scraped clean 
for new writing, and ivory plaques can be recarved. It is obvious why such forms 
of expedient reuse can be found in all cultures that employ durable materials.

Harder to explain is the reuse of culturally specific objects for non‐pragmatic 
purposes, as ornament, especially when, like the reliefs of pagan emperors on 
the Arch of Constantine, the reused objects seem to contradict the message 
or purpose of their new setting. Such is the case with the gems, cameos, ivory 
plaques, and sarcophagi carrying profane or pagan imagery that were frequently 
reused in Christian contexts during the Middle Ages. The seemingly subversive 
effects of this practice have intrigued scholars of spolia for centuries.

Despite a long historiography, spolia are not a unified field of study. Modern 
scholarship on reused artifacts tends to form national traditions: with notable excep-
tions, Germans write about Ottonian art and architecture, the French write about 
medieval France, the Italians about Italy, the English about England. With no me-
dieval patrimony of their own, Americans have ventured into all of these discourses 
occasionally. Although they frequently intersect, the separate threads of scholarship 
do not all have the same source or take the same directions. There is no common 
methodology. Rather than a coherent category, spolia might better be considered 
a theme of categories like architecture and sculpture, a theme that tends to be 
brought up in conjunction with other themes like the survival of Classical Antiquity 
or renovatio. Spolia also resonate with prominent themes of post-modern cultural 
criticism, such as appropriation, bricolage, historicism, the fragment, and ruin.

History

The label spolia applies most clearly to objects and materials that are obtained 
by despoliation, that is by robbing them from another object or site. This form 
of reuse is typically architectural, and in the Roman colonies of Gaul and Brit-
ain it was begun by the Romans themselves. The defensive city walls thrown 
up throughout Gaul in the third century were packed with stone recovered 
from damaged or abandoned cemeteries, temples, baths, and other public struc-
tures. In the Middle Ages these same walls became quarries for church builders 
tempted by the well‐cut facing blocks that concealed the rubble inside. A twelfth‐
century chronicle reports that Charlemagne’s chapel at Aachen was built with the 
“squared stones” of the wall of Verdun, and a document (817–825) of Louis the 
Pious grants permission to Archbishop Ebbo of Reims to take material from his 
city’s wall to reconstruct Reims Cathedral.2
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When rising walls were not available for spoliation, builders might dig for stone 
on the known sites of Roman habitation. One frequently cited episode is the 
excavation of Roman Verulamium, across the river from St. Albans Abbey, by 
successive tenth‐century abbots planning to build a new church. Abbot Eadmar 
unearthed not only the squared stones, roof tiles, and columns that he needed, 
but also clay vessels, glass cinerary urns, “idols,” coins, jewels, and carved gems.3

The reuse of Roman stone for building was normal until the late eleventh and 
twelfth centuries, especially in Britain. At that point it tapered off due to depleted 
supply, the technological and economic recovery that made it possible to resume 
new quarrying, and the novel design demands of Romanesque (or Norman) and 
Gothic architects.

Marble was always a special case. It was a luxury stone and its reuse was orna-
mental, not expedient. Even in Italy it had to be obtained secondhand, as the 
Mediterranean quarries that produced it were abandoned in Late Antiquity. 
Probably the best‐known primary source pertaining to spolia is the passage in 
Einhard’s biography of Charlemagne (c.825?) that reports that when the king 
“could not obtain the columns and marble for [his chapel at Aachen] from any 
place else,” “he took the trouble to have them brought from Rome and Ravenna.” 
A close second in familiarity is the claim by Abbot Suger of St.‐Denis (c.1145), 
that when he rebuilt his abbey’s church he was prepared to go to the Baths of 
Diocletian in Rome for columns to match those in the original seventh‐century 
basilica, had the Lord not spared him the trouble by revealing a good source of 
marble in nearby Pontoise. Suger’s ambition echoed Charlemagne’s, as did that 
of the German King (and later Emperor) Otto I, who imported “precious marble, 
gold, and gems” to the church that he founded at Magdeburg in 955.4

Charlemagne probably intended the display of Roman marble (as well as 
porphyry and granite) spolia in his Palatine Chapel as a political gesture. Its scarcity 
and esthetic appeal made marble desirable for other purposes as well, as an attribute 
of luxury or status. Marble was prized for the same qualities that drew medieval 
beholders to gems: its hardness, its capacity to take a glistening polish, and the 
variety and brilliance of color that polishing brings forth. The Metrical Life of St 
Hugh of Lincoln (bishop 1186–1200) praised the black stone that seemed like “an 
aristocrat of marbles” in Hugh’s cathedral, “more polished than a fresh‐growing 
fingernail, present[ing] a starry brilliance to the dazzled sight …”5 This stone was 
not true marble, but a limestone quarried in England on the Isle of Purbeck. On the 
Continent, Romanesque and Gothic architecture virtually did away with marble, 
creating new esthetic effects with spatial geometry and the virtuosic handling of 
local limestone and sandstone. Already in Ottonian architecture, marble played a 
diminished role compared to the previous millennium.

Outside the realm of architecture, reuse is most conspicuous in the treasury arts: 
reliquaries, gospel book covers, processional and standing crosses, and jewelry.6 
Many of these artifacts incorporate older valuables such as Roman gems and 
cameos, Byzantine or early medieval metalwork and enamels, and Islamic rock 
crystals. Sensational examples include the Lothar Cross in Aachen (fig. 14-1), named 
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for the intaglio portrait inscribed “King Lothar” (II? d. 869) on the lower staff, 
which sports a magnificent three‐layered sardonyx cameo portrait of the Roman 
Emperor Augustus (d. 14) in the crossing; the Herimann Cross in Cologne 
(fig. 14-2), donated by Archbishop Herimann and his sister Ida, Abbess of St. 
Maria im Kapitol (d.1060), on which a lapis lazuli female portrait, possibly of Au-
gustus’ wife Livia, functions as the head of Christ; and the Eagle Vase now in the 
Louvre (fig. 14-3), created for Abbot Suger by fitting an ancient porphyry vessel 
with the head, wings, and feet of an eagle made of gold.

Some composite objects seem blatantly syncretistic, like the golden pulpit or-
namented with Late Antique ivory relief images of Isis, Bacchus, and Nereids that 
was given to the Palace Chapel at Aachen by King Henry II (r. 1002–1014); or 
the Shrine of the Three Kings in Cologne Cathedral (c.1200), which has large 

Figure 14-1  The Lothar Cross, c.980–1000. Aachen Domschatz. Source: photo courtesy 
of Bildarchiv Foto Marburg/Art Resource, NY.
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cameo images of Mars and Venus and the coronation of Nero prominently set 
on its front facade. Occasionally, inscriptions or other evidence show that pagan 
images were “converted” for Christian purposes by creative misreading, a pro-
cess that modern scholars call interpretatio christiana. For example, the Gospel 
quotation “in principio erat verbum,” added to a first‐century sardonyx cameo 
donated to Chartres Cathedral in 1367, transformed an ancient relief of Jupiter 
with his eagle into St. John and his symbol.7

Medieval thinking about gems is preserved in such inscriptions and in other 
texts. Treatises called “lapidaries” – like the especially popular verse example by 
Marbode, bishop of Rennes (d.1123) – spell out the many medicinal and magical 
powers attributed to gemstones. Some lapidaries provide such detailed information 
about pagan iconography that their readers could have deciphered many of the 
ancient carvings on gems as well as we can today, if they were not misled by other 
factors. The Book of Minerals by the thirteenth‐century Dominican philosopher 

Figure 14-2  The Herimann Cross, c.1049. Cologne: Erzbischöfliches Diözesanmuseum. 
Source: photo courtesy of Bildarchiv Foto Marburg/Art Resource, NY.
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Albertus Magnus updated the lapidary tradition with scientific, Aristotelian expla-
nations, but also perpetuated the beliefs that the innate forces of stones could be 
enhanced by images and that some of the images seen on gems were produced not 
by carving but by astrological influence during the formation of the stone. Albert 
thought that he had found one such “natural” image in an ancient portrait cameo 
on the Shrine of the Three Kings, known today as the Cameo of the Ptolemies.8

A different, emotional, and sensory relation to gems is recorded in the 
writings of Abbot Suger, who added many precious confections to the treasury 
of St.‐Denis (fig. 14-4). Suger’s memoirs describe his delight in materials, nos-
talgic appreciation of lost standards of craftsmanship, and pleasure at getting 
a good bargain.9

Except in the realm of craftsmanship, Abbot Suger did not distinguish old objects 
from new ones; all works in lustrous materials functioned equally as ornamenta. It 
is questionable whether he or any other medieval patron or craftsman thought of 

Figure 14-3  The Eagle Vase of Suger, c.1140–1144. Paris: Louvre. Source: photo 
courtesy of Bridgeman‐Giraudon/Art Resource, NY.
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his ancient and other exotic ornaments as “reused.”10 Technically speaking, gems 
were reset rather than reused. For this and other reasons it is even more uncertain 
whether precious ornaments really belong to the discussion of spolia. Most Roman 
gems and other curios must have come into their donors’ possession by inheritance, 
gift, commerce  –  all attested to by Suger  –  and excavation, as at Verulamium. 
Exceptions would include the treasures that came west after 1204 as a result of 
the Crusaders’ plunder of Constantinople, which might be classified as true spolia, 
that is, spolia in the Classical (and medieval) sense of the word. The same might 
be said of objects obtained via the Seljuk dispersion of the Fatimid treasury in Cairo 
in 1061, and of the Islamic luxury items that passed into Christian treasuries as a 
result of the Reconquest of Spain.

Historiography

The first general book on spolia was published in 1744 by Giovanni Marango-
ni: Delle cose gentilesche e profane trasportate ad uso ed adornamento delle chiese. 
Marangoni, an ecclesiastic, sought to demystify the presence of “pagan and pro-
fane” objects in Christian sacred spaces. The opposition of pagan and Christian 

Figure 14-4  The Treasury of St.‐Denis, including the Eagle Vase and other objects 
made for Abbot Suger. From Michel Félibien, Histoire de l’abbaye royale de Saint‐Denis 
en France, plate IV (Paris, 1706). Source: photo courtesy of Biblioteca Apostolica 
Vaticana (Vaticano).
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became one of the most enduring themes in the study of spolia. In 1844 the 
antiquarian Thomas Wright invoked “the superstition of a barbarous age” to 
explain the appeal of Roman artifacts in nominally Christian Britain. In what he 
described as the first archeological analysis of ancient figured gems on liturgical 
objects (1932), G.A.S. Snijder proposed that the presence of each gem “prove[d] 
that somebody has gained a deeper insight into the power of God Almighty.”11

The modern study of spolia began shortly after Snijder’s article appeared, with 
an essay on the sculptural decoration of the Arch of Constantine by Hans Peter 
L’Orange (1939) and an article on spoliate colonnades in early Christian basilicas 
by F.W. Deichmann (1940). Both postulated the coherence of Antique objects 
and their post‐Antique settings, rather than stressing oppositions. L’Orange 
maintained that the reuse of older figural reliefs on the fourth‐century Arch of 
Constantine was deliberate and intelligible, not, as had been assumed, a makeshift 
response to lack of time or skill. He pointed to thematic echoes of the spolia in 
the reliefs newly made for the Arch, and proposed that they revealed a subtext in 
which both the original and the secondary meanings of the spolia are in play. The 
viewer who knows their original subjects can see the recontextualized second‐
century reliefs as images of Constantine the new Trajan, the new Hadrian, and the 
new Marcus Aurelius; that is, Constantine in the mold of the great good emperors 
of the past.12

Deichmann’s similarly innovative article on “Columns and Order” in early 
Christian architecture argued that while the recycling of building materials was 
practiced in all ancient cultures, going back to Egypt and Persia, the incorpora-
tion of spolia into early Christian basilicas signaled something new. In conjunction 
with a new esthetic preference for diversity and pattern, early Christian spolia 
constituted a new “order” that undermined and replaced the uniform Greek and 
Roman Orders. According to Deichmann, the new architectural order prevailed 
all around the Mediterranean from the fourth century to the eighth, when it 
degenerated into “chaotic” combinations of reused parts.13

Important as they were for the study of spolia, these essays had no perceptible 
effect on the scholarship on gems or architecture north of the Alps. Attention to 
architectural spolia was inhibited by national prejudices in favor of authentically 
French or German – that is, non‐Roman – buildings, as well as by a paucity of 
examples after the eleventh century. Viollet‐le‐Duc (1859) observed the hap-
hazard combinations of spolia in early medieval French churches with disdain: 
“Antique columns, often hewn of precious materials, were luxury objects, a sort 
of spoil with which they sought to embellish their homely buildings.” Since he 
considered the Gothic style to be the supreme medieval architectural achieve-
ment, Viollet‐le‐Duc found any desire for marble among later medieval builders 
atavistic, and he dismissed Abbot Suger’s scheme to import marble columns from 
Italy as a grandiose literary fiction.14

If they attended to spolia at all, twentieth‐century architectural histo-
rians tended to follow Viollet‐le‐Duc in considering spolia an impediment 
to the  development of new, characteristically medieval styles. Thus for Hans 
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Jantzen (1947), Otto I’s Magdeburg Cathedral with its imported columns and 
marble was a Carolingian throwback, as opposed to the church of St. Michael 
at Hildesheim, where “a German architectural feeling drives out the Latin‐ 
antique.”15 Günter Bandmann, however, devoted a page to spolia in a book that 
considered medieval architecture not as a progression of styles but as bearer of 
meaning (1951). Bandmann noted that the taking of architectural spolia was 
a means of empowering or “consecrating” a new building by transferring to 
it pieces of a holy site that had existed somewhere else; Charlemagne’s use of 
columns from Ravenna at Aachen was an example.16 It was Bandmann’s work 
rather than Deichmann’s that ultimately stimulated interest in spolia in northern 
medieval architecture, at least in Germany.

An example of Bandmann’s influence is Wolfgang Götz’s interpretation of the 
east end of Magdeburg Cathedral (1966), where the spoliate column shafts orig-
inally imported by Otto I were reused again in the early thirteenth century as 
supports for statues in the upper stories of the choir. The interruption of the 
Gothic elevation by these relics had baffled and annoyed earlier scholars because, 
as Götz observed, they judged it only on the criterion of style. Götz explained the 
spolia as embodiments of the authority of their place of origin, understood in the 
thirteenth century to be the prior cathedral of Otto I as well as imperial Rome. 
By their presence in the choir they conferred upon the thirteenth‐century bishop 
the same rights and status enjoyed by his tenth‐century predecessor.17 Götz was a 
pioneer; it was not until the 1980s that this type of interpretation became familiar.

The second dominant theme associated with spolia, after the pagan/Christian 
opposition, is the survival or influence of Classical Antiquity. Developed in 
German art history before World War II, this interest was transplanted to England 
and America when German‐Jewish scholars fled the Nazis. The library of Aby 
Warburg, relocated from Hamburg to London in 1933, became an institute that 
is still dedicated to the classical tradition, “the theme which unifies the history of 
Western civilization.”18

The first volume of the Journal of the Warburg Institute, published in 1937–
1938, contained an article by William Heckscher that responded to Snijder’s 
interpretation of ancient gems on medieval book covers. Heckscher introduced 
a philosophical justification, noting that gems possessed the principal qualities 
of beauty prescribed by neo‐Platonic esthetic theory: wholeness and clarity or 
translucence. Intact, unblemished gems were the antithesis of ruin, the broken 
or imperfect, which was repugnant. Heckscher applied this rationale not only to 
book covers but also to Abbot Suger’s scheme to take columns from the Baths of 
Diocletian to St.‐Denis:

The modern romanticist may protest that by breaking up [i.e., taking away] columns 
from the baths of Diocletian, Sugerius would have impaired recklessly the beauty 
of an antique site. Sugerius, however, considered the columns as units, beautiful in 
themselves, whereas the condition of the place as a whole … ranged for him under 
the category of disintegration and therefore worthlessness.
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Heckscher stressed the conviction of medieval thinkers that their world was 
continuous with that of ancient Rome. The Roman past was “pagan,” but its 
relics could be adapted by interpretatio christiana, as in the case of Suger’s Eagle 
Vase. “Needless to say the eagle … superimposed upon the antique relic, is meant 
as a symbol of Christ.”19

Another Warburg publication transposed the theme of classical influence into 
French. Jean Adhémar’s Influences antiques dans l’art du moyen âge français of 
1939 is a survey of the archeological and literary evidence for the survival of 
classical (“Western”) culture, especially Gallo‐Roman artifacts, in medieval France. 
It includes many instances of Roman objects in medieval settings – altars, tomb-
stones, sarcophagi, columns and capitals, statues, gems, diptychs – without dis-
tinguishing them from other, similar objects that survived without being reused. 
Preservation was Adhémar’s driving interest, and he subsumed what we today 
might call spolia into the larger categories of “antiquities” and their “survival,” as 
was typical of the Warburgian approach.20

Adhémar’s book inspired some French followers, notably René Crozet, but the 
future of the Warburg school of scholarship was in English. William Heckscher’s 
teacher, Erwin Panofsky, published his translation of Abbot Suger’s writings on 
St.‐Denis in Princeton in 1946. Brilliantly paralleling Suger’s words with those of 
the fifth‐century neo‐Platonic philosopher “Pseudo‐Dionysius,” Panofsky claimed 
that the abbot understood the “light” and “clarity” of gems, precious metals, and 
glass as a means of neo‐Platonic ascent from the world of matter to the immaterial 
world of God.21 The neo‐Platonic rationale applied to all precious objects, old and 
new, and like Suger himself, Panofsky paid no particular attention to reuse.

German scholars who remained in Germany tended to be skeptical of high‐flown 
Warburgian intellectualism and to take a more intuitive and empirical approach to 
the same issues and objects. Hans Wentzel began his pioneering wartime article 
on medieval gems (1941) with a rebuff of Heckscher’s “very wide‐ranging spec-
ulations,” asserting that his own conclusions were based on “the monuments 
alone.” He declared flatly that with few exceptions, “the pre‐Christian origin and 
pagan significance of the stones were unknown to the middle ages,” when ancient 
gems were valued only for the rarity and beauty of their materials and for their 
amuletic effects. Wentzel claimed that most pagan gems were genuinely believed 
to be Christian, and gave the Herimann Cross as an example22:

[The Cross] bears an antique Venus cameo as the head of Christ. This beautiful fully 
rounded head gives the Crucified an entirely unmedieval aspect … It must have 
been an equally unusual sight around 1040 … This unique use can only have been 
prompted by the assumption that the cameo (doubtless discovered in the ground) 
was and could only be the head of the Saviour.

Of the numerous German publications on the theme of Antiquity and the 
Middle Ages that appeared after World War II, only Richard Hamann‐MacLean’s 
long article of 1949–1950 found a particular role for spolia. Calling them the 
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earliest, “most basic, most material stage of the connection between the middle 
ages and antiquity,” Hamann‐MacLean offered a list of reasons why spolia might 
have been used: convenience, economy, esthetic appreciation of materials or 
workmanship, the collecting impulse, and the belief in miracles and the magic 
of things (Dingzauber). Anticipating Bandmann, he identified Charlemagne’s 
appropriation of Roman marbles for his church at Aachen as a “magic‐political” 
use of spolia, unlike the incorporation of ancient marbles into eleventh‐century 
churches, which he saw as strictly pragmatic. He observed that gems continued 
to be valued for their antiquity, exquisite craftsmanship, and supernatural powers 
long after the reuse of other ancient artifacts had ceased. The Herimann Cross 
was one example; he called it “a form of reified mystery,” in which the antipathy 
of pagan and Christian was broken down by “the timeless numen of a precious 
substance.”23

The decades of the 1950s and 1960s were marked by a few impressive 
monographic studies and particular discoveries, including Jean Taralon’s stunning 
revelation (1955) that the golden head of the reliquary statue of St. Foi at Conques 
is Late Antique, and Joseph Hoster’s demonstration (1967) that the Cameo of 
the Ptolemies, stolen from the Shrine of the Three Kings in 1574, is in Vienna.24 
The most enduring monograph is Josef Deér’s article on the Lothar Cross (1955). 
Refuting earlier opinions that the central sardonyx cameo was “converted” by 
interpretatio christiana (becoming the head of Christ), Deér argued that the cameo 
was actually recognized and employed for what it was, a Roman imperial portrait, 
knowingly “appropriated” by the Ottonian donor to represent himself.

On a more abstract level, Erwin Panofsky’s grand synthesis of 1965, Renaissance 
and Renascences in Western Art, introduced the inspired aphorism “principle of 
disjunction” to describe the dissociation of Classical form from Classical content, 
which, in his view, made it possible for Classical art to survive the Christian 
Middle Ages:

[W]herever in the high and later Middle Ages a work of art borrows its form from a 
classical model, this form is almost invariably invested with a non‐classical, normally 
Christian, significance; wherever in the high and later Middle Ages a work of art 
borrows its theme from classical poetry, legend, history or mythology, this theme is 
quite invariably presented in a non‐classical, normally contemporary form.

Although it was not meant to explain spolia, Panofsky believed that the 
“principle of disjunction” accounted for Antique gems that were relieved of their 
original meaning by interpretatio christiana, and he cited the Lothar Cross as an 
example.25 The “principle of disjunction” continues to tease scholars of spolia, 
who were still responding to it in the 1990s.

At the time, however, spolia studies were more affected by an unexpected and 
compelling article of 1969 by the German historian Arnold Esch. Drawing on an 
extraordinary knowledge of mostly Italian examples, Esch deduced five essential 
explanations for spolia: convenience and availability; profanation or exorcism 
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of demonic force; interpretatio christiana; retrodating or political legitima-
tion (Bandmann’s Rome “transferred in pieces”); and esthetic wonderment or 
admiration (“reuse at any cost”). All of these motives had already been suggested; 
indeed, Hamann‐MacLean produced almost the same list 20 years before. The 
originality of Esch’s contribution lay in the recognition of spolia as a distinctive 
cultural practice, which could be isolated and analyzed on its own terms rather 
than as a subset of Classical survival. His article defined a field.

As often happens, the impact of Esch’s article was not seen for over a decade. 
Victor Lassalle’s book of 1970 on the influence of Antiquity on Romanesque art 
in Provence remained in the framework created by Adhémar, although it recog-
nized “reuses” (remplois) as a distinctive category. Like Viollet‐le‐Duc, Lassalle 
attributed most reuse to the technical impoverishment of early medieval masons 
and sculptors, but in some twelfth‐century examples he discerned “the inten-
tion to present … especially notable antique vestiges for everyone’s admiration.” 
He did not believe that reuse could be creative, however, and he dismissed the 
topic after only four pages.26

In 1983, in an essay directly influenced by Esch, Beat Brenk extended the notion 
of spolia as “art politics” (Kunstpolitik) to Abbot Suger’s plan to bring columns 
from Rome to St.‐Denis.27 This was the first lap of what quickly became a flood of 
spolia studies, composed of publications so diffuse that they are difficult to track and 
even harder to categorize. Joachim Poeschke attributed the new fascination with 
spolia to the turn of art history in the 1980s to content and program (as opposed 
to form), as well as to the “language of materials.”28 There were other motivations 
as well, including an Anglo‐Italian revival of interest in Warburgian problems, and 
a vogue for treasury exhibitions and their catalogs, which made objects like the 
Herimann Cross more prominent. Not surprisingly, such diverse and uncoordi-
nated stimuli produced multiple, erratically connected lines of scholarship.

The neo‐Warburgian strain is represented by the three‐volume Memoria 
dell’antico nell’arte italiana (1984–1986), sponsored by Salvatore Settis in Pisa. 
Settis’s own essay, “Continuity, Distance, Knowledge: Three Uses of the Antique,” 
is an intellectual tour de force that takes on Warburg, Panofsky, and the whole of 
German scholarship on the afterlife of Classical Antiquity, offering brilliant insights 
into spolia along the way. As an authentic medieval metaphor for excerpting what 
was usable from Classical authors, spolia is Settis’s leitmotif for the Middle Ages, 
the period of continuity. Citations and topoi are spolia; conversely, spoliate objects 
are citations. Excised from their original (ruined) context, citations assume the 
authority (auctoritas) of the no longer usable whole.

The ancient fragment, enclosed within a new system of values, immediately tends to 
occupy the center; but its imperfect, mutilated state invites you … to complete it, 
beginning an exegetical process … of conjecture. It is an almost empty center, and 
to fill it is not enough to squeeze from that single fragment all of the norms that it 
contains; it lets you make out that there were other [norms], and challenges you to 
find them. Thus the single spoliate column embodied Rome in all its aspects: “the 
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auctoritas that the Roman column carried with it was that of the city – … capital of 
the imperial majesty and of Christianity; but also, at the same time, the auctoritas of 
a technical proficiency and of decorative and structural norms that were of one body 
with that majesty.”29

Like many scholars, Settis assigned gems a special place. He argued that placing 
them in crosses or reliquaries was a deliberate means of neutralizing their pagan 
significance, which made interpretatio christiana unnecessary or after the fact. As 
objects of intrinsic value, gems were the model for “all reuse of antiquities for 
preservation or display.”30

Settis’s reflections on spolia, arguably the most challenging of the present 
era, have not yet received the attention they deserve outside Italy. More influ-
ential was Michael Greenhalgh’s book of 1989, which also stands within the 
Warburgian framework although at the opposite pole of intellectual pretension. 
Explicitly devoted to “objects not ideas,” Greenhalgh’s overview of the survival 
of antiquities in Italy, Northern Europe, and England differs from previous 
efforts like Adhémar’s in being restricted to material remains, ignoring literary, 
ideological, and other purely verbal components of the classical legacy.31 Like 
Adhémar, Greenhalgh focused on survival, but reuse and spolia are much more 
prominently featured in his account. Greenhalgh’s compendium made the topic 
of reuse visible and easily accessible in English, and despite occasional inaccura-
cies, it is a goldmine of primary and secondary sources for researchers.

Outside the Warburg tradition, the survival of Rome ceased to drive inter-
est in reuse. Medieval treasuries contain artifacts from many eras and cultures, 
and scholars began to address this.32 In the late 1980s, Hiltrud Westermann‐
Angerhausen, Lieselotte Stamm‐Saurma, and others expanded the definition 
of spolia to include objects that were virtually new at the time of their reuse 
(e.g., a tenth‐century Byzantine ivory in an eleventh‐century book cover).33 Julie 
Harris drew attention to the Islamic caskets that entered Spanish church trea-
suries as true spolia – as booty of the Christian Reconquest; and Avinoam Shalem 
provided a more comprehensive view of the means by which such objects passed 
into treasuries throughout Europe.34

At the same time, attention to ancient gems continued to be strong, liberated by 
new interpretive strategies from the strict dualities of pagan/Christian and classical/
medieval. Most of this new scholarship is in German. Antje Krug’s overview of 
ancient gems in the Middle Ages (1993) refreshed the standard account by intro-
ducing such contemporary concepts as status symbols, charisma, and heirlooms, 
in addition to grave‐robbing, trade, connoisseurship, and humor. Her portrait of 
medieval collectors firmly contradicts the stereotype of credulous ignorance35:

We find here not a naive inability to recover the original sense of the pagan repre-
sentations, nor superstitious fear of the reality of the old images that one sought to 
oppose with Christian content … but the capacity to recognize [pagan subjects] and 
to read them in more than one sense.
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Taking a different approach, Erika Zwierlein‐Diehl went back to Panofsky’s 
principle of disjunction to restate the case for interpretatio christiana: “we may 
take it for granted that … gems … were given a Christian meaning when placed in 
medieval sacred objects.”36 Her reconstruction of the interpretatio christiana that 
might have been applied to the gems on the Shrine of the Three Kings in Cologne 
brings this interpretive model up‐to‐date with an understated application of semi-
otic principles and reception theory.37

North American and British scholars made their belated entrance into spolia 
studies in the 1990s. American contributions tend to reflect the larger discourse 
of art history on that continent, especially its preoccupation with the political 
instrumentality of history. George Beech’s account of the “Eleanor of Aquitaine 
Vase” given by Abbot Suger to St.‐Denis is an example; so is William Clark’s inter-
pretation of the reuse of marble column shafts in twelfth‐century churches in Paris 
(1997).38 A finely worded essay by Ilene Forsyth characterizes a number of Otton-
ian objects, including the crosses of Lothar and Herimann and the ambo of Henry 
II, as “art with history”: “made up of concrete remains of ancient Roman, Early 
Christian, Byzantine, Fatimid, Frankish, Anglo‐Saxon, Merovingian, Carolingian, 
and/or earlier Ottonian artifacts which in sum represent the cultural foundations 
of the Ottonian era.” Forsyth proposed that these “aggregates” were “artistic 
statement[s] expressing a triumph of the whole over its own component parts, the 
present over its varied past.”39

By contrast, the British discovery of spolia seems critically innocent, even of the prior 
literature on spolia. David Stocker’s seminal article on building stone proposed three 
categories of reuse: casual, functional, and iconic, without reference to any previous 
categorizations such as Esch’s. In Stocker’s scheme, “casual” reuse occurs when “the 
function of the original stone is disregarded”; it is “functional” when an element is 
reused for the purpose for which it was made; and it is “iconic” when a particular 
stone is reused because of its associations, history, or “superstitious power.” Stocker’s 
categories seem roughly equivalent to Esch’s motives of convenience (= casual and 
functional), interpretatio christiana, exorcism and legitimation (= iconic); they do not 
explicitly recognize esthetic beguilement.40

Tim Eaton’s Plundering the Past (2000) provides a useful synthesis of recent 
British scholarship on architectural reuse, and also debunks some common 
assumptions about the practice and its motivations. He is critical of Stocker’s 
classification, noting that it confuses descriptive labels (“casual” and “functional”) 
with explanation. Eaton’s remedy is drastic, collapsing all possibilities into just 
two categories of intention: “practical” (which includes “economy, convenience, 
professional preference [and] technological necessity”) and “meaningful” 
(including “an appreciation of the material’s age‐value [and] esotericism”).41

Books on spolia are still rare. Lucilla de Lachenal’s was the first attempt to survey 
the entire subject, but it is overwhelmingly focused on Italy. The few remarks on 
Ottonian art are dominated by the paradigm of “the antique as the legitimation of 
[political] power” and are out of touch with contemporary scholarship on objects 
like the Lothar Cross.42
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While de Lachenal treats all perpetuations of ancient Roman material and 
literary culture as spolia, the multi‐authored Antike Spolien promotes a much 
narrower definition, confined to the reuse of materials in architecture.43 Of the 
dozen essays in this volume, three discuss buildings in post‐millennium Northern 
Europe. Cord Meckseper inventories spolia imported for the Ottonian cathe-
dral at Magdeburg; Joachim Poeschke briefly discusses Magdeburg’s thirteenth‐
century choir and the façade of St.‐Remi at Reims; and Thomas Weigel responds 
to Thomas Raff’s position that spolia, like relics, were valued for authenticity 
and venerability rather than for esthetic reasons. Weigel marshals primary sources 
to show that even a programmatic use of spolia did not exclude regard for their 
beauty, quality, or size.

Another conference publication, the acts of the forty‐sixth annual “Study 
Week” of the Italian Center for Study of the Early Middle Ages in Spoleto (1999), 
though mostly about Italy, contains some papers of broader relevance.44 Umberto 
Eco offers a semiotic model for medieval approaches to citation (a form of reuse), 
which he illustrates with a metaphorical garment. The life of a jacket can be pro-
longed by reversal, mending, patching, adaptation, and, finally, dismemberment 
to be incorporated elsewhere as patchwork or bricolage. All of these processes 
alter the original, and Eco’s point is that medieval citation always expresses new 
content disguised by reuse.45

Anthony Cutler’s call for a distinction between reuse and use is especially rel-
evant to the discussion of gems. In Cutler’s view, the difference turns on the 
intention of the (re)user and the reception of the altered or recontextualized arti-
fact. He maintains that unlike people today, medievals accepted the “mutability” 
of objects and valued them “as much [for their] utility in the present and in the 
foreseeable future as [for their] antiquity.”46

Conclusion

The study of spolia is in a dynamic state of becoming, working itself out through 
what might be called a trialectic of specific, general, and theoretical publications. 
The process is illustrated by a recent series of attempts to recover the meaning of 
the Lothar Cross.

On the basis of a systematic study of all gemmed crosses, Theo Jülich argued 
that these objects were multilayered signs alluding to the crucifixion, second com-
ing, and heavenly dominion of Christ. He concluded that a portrait in the center 
of such a cross could not have represented a donor, as had been the prevailing 
opinion of the Lothar Cross since Deér. Citing a medieval exegete who interpret-
ed sardonyx as a sign of the two natures of Christ, Jülich insisted that the sardonyx 
cameo on the Lothar Cross must have represented Christ as ruler in heaven.47

Approaching the “iconology as a spolium” of the same cameo, Norbert Wibiral 
began with the semiotic premise, grounded in an eighth‐century source, that 
“expressions of content in art are often polyvalent.” He asserted that in its Ottonian 
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adaptation, the central cameo represented the Emperor Augustus, not (only) as 
himself but in his medieval Christian function as figura, the image of Christ in his 
first and second coming.48

Both interpretations employ appropriate historical sources and reasoning, so on 
purely historical grounds it is impossible to choose between them. Ilene Forsyth’s 
explanation operates on another plane; it provides a general pattern for inter-
preting the Lothar Cross and other objects like it. The pattern accommodates 
Wibiral’s specific interpretation but not Jülich’s. Forsyth’s categorical account 
depends on a conception of spolia as – in medieval eyes – embodiments of history.

Philippe Buc’s article on the “Conversion of Objects” operates on the same 
plane but offers a somewhat different model, informed by social‐historical the-
ories of the “life of things.” Buc proposes that “object‐conversion [as when an 
ancient Roman object is given to a church treasury] establishes a relationship of 
superiority” of the object’s present status over its past, and “signifies a transfer of 
power one hopes to freeze into eternity.” In the particular case of object‐donations 
to St.‐Denis, such as the Eagle Vase, Buc argues that the objects’ illustrious past 
ownership and varied histories created a “memorial network” for Abbot Suger, 
auguring salvation by commemorating his place “at the center of a web defined 
by his age’s most famous figures of power.”49

The categorical explanations of Forsyth and Buc both posit history as an essential 
attribute of spolia or converted objects. In this respect both are challenged by the 
still more abstract question posed by Cutler: were ancient gems, vessels, and other 
such objects reused by their medieval donors, or just used? In Cutler’s distinction, 
reuse is “at least in part, a historicist gesture,” while use is driven by present value 
or need.

Theo Jülich undoubtedly would opt for use. Like Antje Krug and Erika 
Zwierlein‐Diehl, Jülich avoids the term spolia, preferring “gems” or “cameos” 
or the name of the material – “sardonyx,” “amethyst,” etc. Items of use are open 
to a broader array of interpretive models than spolia, as seen in Thomas Raff’s 
exposition of the medieval “iconology of materials.” Defining the “iconology of 
materials” as the “semantics, symbolism, and allegory” of the substances of which 
art is made, Raff explicitly addresses spolia in an excursus. He explains that he did 
not reserve a particular chapter for spolia because he finds the fact of reuse less 
significant than the properties of a material and the reasons for choosing it. Con-
sequently he dispersed cases of reuse among chapters on other topics: “Material 
as Relic,” “Materials as Topographical References,” and “Materials as Historical 
References.”50

These and other examples indicate that the historiography of spolia cannot 
be confined to spolia. Raff rejects the category and Buc never uses the word. 
Avinoam Shalem showed that spolia (“trophies”) would be far too restrictive a 
label for Islamic treasury objects, which were also gifts, commodities, and sou-
venirs. Rather than a corpus of objects, spolia is a still evolving analytic concept, 
which functions like a spotlight to make objects appear momentarily different. 
The objects themselves are both more and less than they appear.
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Addendum

Spolia in the New Millennium

Spolia continue to fascinate, and “spolia studies” is now recognized as an auton-
omous field of research straddling the traditional domains of archeology and art 
history.51 Befitting its subject it is a fragmented and centrifugal field, in which 
research remains compartmentalized by medium, period, and cultural divisions, 
and – less understandably – by the language of its practitioners. The quantity of 
publications in the past 15 years is too great to be summarized in a few para-
graphs; instead, this addendum highlights a “critical turn” in spolia studies and 
contributions specific to the medieval eras covered in this volume.

The very idea of spolia studies has created a backlash, vividly expressed by 
Michael Greenhalgh. Pointing out that the word carries “baggage and preju-
dices,” Greenhalgh advocates abandoning spolia for reuse, which is “colorless.”52 
While many scholars do employ spolia and “reuse” synonymously, most are also 
inclined to privilege spolia as a particular kind of reuse.53 Illustrating a tendency 
to theorize spolia in the terms of disciplines like literature and semiotics, Hen-
rik Karge identifies architectural spolia as citations, in unwitting contradiction 
to Arnold Esch and Paolo Liverani, who argue that because the taking of spolia 
destroys their source, spolia are not like citations at all.54 Especially productive 
is the growing acknowledgment that spolia are a form of reception.55 “Recep-
tion” covers many situations, from the perception of reuse by its initial viewers 
to the historical process of selecting and “filtering” the material remains of one 
culture by successive or foreign ones.56 Applying semiotic theory to reconstruct 
fourth‐century responses to the Arch of Constantine, for example, Liverani dem-
onstrated that its reused figural reliefs would likely have been perceived as meta-
linguistic signs that identified the traditional function of the monument but con-
veyed none of the specific content hypothesized by H.P. L’Orange.57 In response, 
Siri Sande defended the position that the spolia on the Arch were “carefully cho-
sen with a purpose to recall the past” but suggested that the reused columns in 
Constantinian churches were not. “Shorn of their original identity,” she wrote, 
columns would have registered only their number and precious materials.58

Columns are prominent in the discussion of architectural spolia in later medi-
eval Europe. Adhering closely to written sources, Günther Binding concluded, 
like Sande, that reused column shafts were noted for their number, beautiful 
materials, and the difficulty of transporting them but not for their history. They 
did not evoke Rome (even in Aachen and Magdeburg), but builders with a 
clerical education could have understood them allegorically as symbols of the 
Apostles or other “pillars” of the church.59 Other scholars are less stringent, and 
continue to maintain that reused columns somehow represented an illustrious 
past or referred to a numinous predecessor whose authority medieval builders 
wished to appropriate.60 Often the connection is termed “memory,” but only 
Stephan Albrecht proceeds from a clearly articulated understanding of collective 
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memory and its instrumentalization of objects.61 According to Albrecht, many 
kinds of objects can function as “memory pieces” (Erinnerungsstücke) if they are 
“activated” through actions (rituals) or words (inscriptions, oral propaganda). 
Only spolia so activated can “stage the past.” Peter Scott Brown’s attempt to 
prove the opposite –  that even invisible spolia could be meaningful –  lacks the 
methodological foundation that scholars like Binding and Albrecht have tried 
to build.62 Lukas Clemens’s substantial monograph on the medieval afterlife of 
six Roman cities (Metz, Besançon, Reims, Cologne, Mainz, and Trier) contains 
a lengthy consideration of the medieval perception of Antique remains deduced 
from written sources. Unlike Binding, Clemens finds that the employment of 
local spolia in Northern European church building was motivated by Romimi­
tation, and he goes on to propose that the interest shown by foreign clerics in 
Rome’s antiquities lay behind the so‐called renovatio in Rome itself.63

Scholarship on the treasury arts remains largely independent of that on 
architecture. As before, interpretive debates dwell on the possible meanings of 
the figural imagery on ancient gems and cameos in medieval settings, but now 
also on the nature of the medieval settings themselves and on the role of the 
foreign  –  Byzantine and Islamic  –  spolia that often are part of the ensemble. 
In her acclaimed dissertation on the statuette of Sainte Foy at Conques, Beate 
Fricke builds on Thomas Head’s appropriation of Lévi‐Strauss’s term bricolage 
to describe the statue’s tendency to accrue precious tokens and its consequently 
contingent and mutable appearance.64 Hiltrud Westermann‐Angerhausen, among 
others, objected that the gems on reliquaries and liturgical accoutrements are 
hardly the found objects of bricolage, but carefully chosen elements of a “multi‐
layered visual statement.”65 Avinoam Shalem employs phrases like “assemblage,” 
“collection,” and a “micro‐museum of history” to characterize composite trea-
sury objects, and calls the Islamic works incorporated into them “ready‐mades.”66 
In Shalem’s view, composites like the ambo of King Henry II introduced a new 
medieval aesthetic, in which different styles were displayed in a new “bi‐visual” 
whole.67

An ever widening spectrum of interpretive methodologies is brought to bear 
on these assemblages. At one pole is Erika Zwierlein‐Diehl, who maintains that 
ancient cameos were not seen as pagan in the Middle Ages and their unfamiliar 
imagery was routinely subjected to interpretatio christiana; at the opposite pole 
is Fricke, who compares objects like the statue of Sainte Foy to Umberto Eco’s 
“open work,” which allows multiple defensible interpretations and has no final 
meaning.68 Between these extremes are those who question the necessity and even 
the concept of interpretatio christiana and those who accept that elite clerical 
patrons not only recognized pagan iconography but wittingly made (re)use of 
it.69 There is a growing consensus that spoliate assemblages signify in multiple 
ways, not only through iconography but through other properties of the spo­
lia, objective (material, color, age, pedigree, commercial value, means of transfer, 
contiguity with other objects) and subjective (anachronism, the uncanny, “aura 
of strangeness”).70 Novel contributions include Philippe Cordez’s essay on the 
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Shrine of the Three Kings, which argues that the Cameo of the Ptolemies was 
perceived not as an antiquity but as an object of black magic (negromantia), 
and Adriano Peroni’s demonstration that the prominent blue head on the Heri-
mann Cross is less surprising when viewed in the context of the medieval habit 
of carving the head separately from the body, making it “autonomous.”71 Taking 
an anthropological approach, Antje Krug sketched the ancestry of medieval spo­
lia from “blood trophies” or war booty to trophy artifacts testifying to political 
stature, to antiquities admired as exempla from an exemplary past. She dates the 
latter transition to the Carolingian period and observes that antiquities and blood 
trophies share the property of unrepeatability; both are unique.72 This returns us 
to the categorical definition of spolia, a definition that grows ever more elusive as 
the field continues to expand.
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The Monstrous
Thomas E.A. Dale

Since the mid‐nineteenth century, the interpretation of the monstrous in Roman-
esque and Gothic art has been significantly influenced by a single text: St. Bernard 
of Clairvaux’s Apologia composed in 1125 for Abbot William of Saint‐Thierry. 
After a broader critique of religious art, Bernard asks:

[I]n the cloisters, before the eyes of the brothers while they read – what is that 
ridiculous monstrosity doing, an amazing kind of deformed beauty and yet a 
beautiful deformity? What are the filthy apes doing there? The fierce lions? The 
monstrous centaurs? The creatures part man part beast? … You may see many 
bodies under one head, and conversely many heads on one body. On one side the 
tail of a serpent is seen on a quadruped, on the other side, the head of a quad-
ruped is on the body of a fish. Over there an animal has a horse for the front 
half and a goat for the back; here a creature which is horned in front is equine 
behind. In short, everywhere so plentiful and astonishing a variety of contradic-
tory forms is seen that one would rather read in the marble than in books, and 
spend the whole day wondering at every single one of them than in meditating 
on the law of God.1

Without describing any particular cloister, Bernard evokes beautifully both the 
diversity of the monstrous and the complex reactions to it. His account highlights 
three categories that defined the monstrous for Christian writers since the early 
Middle Ages, including Augustine and Isidore of Seville: animals made monstrous 
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by the superfluity or absence of parts such as the double‐bodied lions joined to 
a single head; hybrid animals combining different species; and finally, one semi‐
human hybrid, the centaur. To his representative examples one could add the 
ubiquitous sirens and the Plinian peoples inhabiting the margins of the known 
world; indeed, by the fourteenth century, Sir John Mandeville could define the 
monster quite simply as “a thing deformed against kind, both of man or of beast 
or of anything else.”2

To broaden our picture of the monstrous it is also necessary to take into 
account the changing functional contexts of the monstrous. In Romanesque art, 
monsters are particularly associated with monasticism. Although they are some-
times relegated to the margins – the socle zone of mural painting, the archivolts 
of doorways, or exterior corbels (modillons) – they are also frequently depicted in 
more central fields of representation. Thus, a satyr‐like creature confronts a goat‐
headed man within an initial in the early twelfth‐century manuscript of Gregory 
the Great’s Moralia in Job now in Dijon (fig. 15-1); and a cloister capital from 
Saint‐Michel‐de‐Cuxa (c.1140) displays at eye level Bernard’s double‐bodied 
lions (fig. 15-2). In Gothic art, while patronage expands to encompass public 
and private works for lay elites, there is also a significant displacement of monsters 
to the margins. Monsters that inhabited historiated initials in Romanesque texts 
are banished to the margins of Gothic manuscripts such as the Luttrell Psalter 
(fig. 15-3). Here we also see a greater playfulness: a human‐headed hybrid wear-
ing an inverted kettle is combined with a metallic blue body and the webbed feet 
of an aquatic bird.

As to the meaning and function of the monstrous, Bernard is ambivalent. He 
is clearly attracted to the sculptures that he criticizes: not only does he accu-
rately describe the creatures that appear in cloisters (fig. 15-2); he also responds 
with wonder (mira, mirando) to the paradoxical “beautiful deformity” of mon-
sters.3 Bernard’s ambivalence stems from the fact that even though monsters in 
stone potentially distracted monks from reading or meditation, they could also be 
meaningful. The term monstrum in medieval Latin refers to that which demon-
strates or points to something else, and it is the contradictory form of the monster 
that makes it a particularly effective sign.4 By the twelfth century, monstrosity 
was so integral to metaphorical thinking that Bernard could describe himself as a 
“chimera” of his time in reflecting on his own hybrid social status as contempla-
tive monk and worldly diplomat.5

Modern scholarly opinion has been divided between those who insist on the 
essentially decorative role of monsters and those who invest them with meaning, 
and further between those for whom the monstrous is integral to the dominant 
religious culture and those who see it as manifesting popular dissent. This chapter 
begins with an assessment of Bernard’s impact on nineteenth‐ and twentieth‐
century historiography as a voice against meaning. It then traces the changing 
interpretation of the monstrous on a thematic basis. Finally, it concludes with a 
case study which responds to Bernard’s question concerning the purpose of mon-
sters in monastic art.



Figure 15-1  Historiated Initial P, Moralia in Job made at Cîteaux. Dijon, Bibl. mun. 
MS 173, fol. 103v. Source: photo courtesy of Bibliothèque Municipale, Dijon.
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Saint Bernard and the Critique of the Monstrous

As Schapiro and others have observed, the paradox of Bernard’s text is that he 
so powerfully articulates the essence of the monstrous forms that he condemns.6 
It has also been noted that, elsewhere in the Apologia, Bernard does support art 
that is addressed to the laity.7 Since the nineteenth century, however, Bernard’s 
Apologia has consistently been cited in favor of the assumption that monsters 
served no religious purpose but represented the fantasy of artists. As Rudolph 
has shown, the earliest scholarship on Bernard’s Apologia, dating back as far as 
Mabillon’s 1690 introduction to the text, explained the critique of religious art as 
a reaction against the dangers of visual curiosity and distraction.8 This notion was 
repeated by other French commentators in the mid‐nineteenth century, but it was 
Eugène‐Emmanuel Viollet‐le‐Duc who recast Bernard’s text as an attack on mon-
strous images that were irrational and meaningless. Viollet‐le‐Duc understood 
Bernard to be attacking the “most strangely sculpted images” in Cluniac mon-
asteries because they were “contrary to the Christian spirit.”9 He argued that it 
was largely due to Bernard’s protests that the iconography of sculpture in Gothic 

Figure 15-2  Capital with double‐bodied lions threatening men from the Cloister of 
Saint‐Michel‐de‐Cuxa. New York, The Metropolitan Museum of Art, The Cloisters 
Collection, 25.120.582. Source: photo courtesy of the author.



Figure 15-3  Babewyns in the Luttrell Psalter. London, British Library Add. MS 42130 
fol. 182v. Source: photo by permission of The British Library.
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cathedrals was “controlled under the supreme authority of bishops.” Banished 
from cathedral interiors, monsters appear primarily in exterior sculpture such as 
gargoyles (fig. 15-4), and these he attributed to the enduring popular taste for 
ancient monsters kept alive by lay artists.10 As Michael Camille has documented, 
the architect was also significantly influenced by the romantic literary imagina-
tion of Victor Hugo and others when he directed the remaking of monstrous 
gargoyles as part of the restoration of Notre‐Dame in Paris from 1843 to 1864.11

Viollet‐le‐Duc made a number of questionable, but subsequently influen-
tial, arguments. He assumed that Bernard condemned monsters because they 
represented superstitious belief and had no meaning. As Rudolph has shown, 
however, Bernard’s primary complaint is that monstrous images will distract the 
monk from his reading and meditation.12 The association of Romanesque mon-
sters exclusively with the Cluniacs is also misleading, since Bernard was clearly dis-
turbed by the monsters that appeared in earlier Cistercian art itself under Stephen 
Harding – most notably in the Dijon Moralia in Job (fig. 15-1).13 Viollet‐le‐Duc 
also drew an untenable distinction between the “superstitious” use of monsters in 
Romanesque art and the rationalism of Gothic art, ignoring the extensive display 
of monsters in cathedrals themselves. As Camille has noted, the architect recast 
the monstrous creatures, which had been associated by medieval viewers with dia-
bolical fantasies, as signs of order and restoration, preserving and protecting the 
building by expelling water and staving off decay.14

Émile Mâle, the leading figure of a second generation of French medieval-
ists, had a more nuanced view of the monstrous in Romanesque and Gothic 
art. Amplifying the method of Adolphe‐Napoléon Didron, the important early 

Figure 15-4  Gargoyle from Sainte Chapelle, Paris. Source: engraving, Viollet‐le‐Duc, 
Dictionnaire raisonné de l’architecture française, Vol. VI (Paris, 1866), fig. 6.
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developer of systematic iconography, Mâle affirmed that most images in medieval 
art could be explained by religious texts.15 In his volume on Romanesque art, 
he interpreted animals both domestic and fantastic on the basis of the moral-
izations in the bestiary. When it came to more inventive hybrids, however, he 
cited Bernard’s Apologia as evidence that “hybrid monsters on capitals had no 
meaning.”16 In his book on Gothic art, Mâle further argued that “grotesques” 
in gargoyles, misericords, and marginalia in thirteenth‐century manuscripts were 
“of essentially popular origin.”17 He connected the more humorous inventions 
with the creativity of competitive, young sculptors. His emphasis on artistic 
license is common to a broader current of late nineteenth‐century French schol-
arship that saw in medieval monsters the origins of the contemporaneous art of 
caricature. Champfleury, for example, had evoked Bernard’s name in 1872 as 
proof that monstrous gargoyles were nothing more than “useless caprices” of 
sculptors.18

Here we see the kernel of an idea that was later articulated in its most influ-
ential form by Meyer Schapiro. In his 1947 essay “On the Aesthetic Attitude in 
Romanesque Art,” Schapiro argued that Bernard was particularly disturbed by 
monstrous images because they were the product of a profane, “thoroughly unre-
ligious” imagination.19 Schapiro assumed that cloister capitals were carved by lay 
artists who had free reign to express themselves in one of the most sacred spaces 
of the monastery. He further argued that the monstrous combat scenes found in 
Cistercian manuscripts such as the Dijon Moralia in Job (fig. 15-1) were “entirely 
independent of the accompanying text” and “astoundingly modern in their free-
dom of conception.”

Schapiro applied the same theory to Gothic marginalia.20 Contrary to Mâle’s 
notion of medieval art being governed by order and piety, Schapiro described the 
margins as “open to primitive impulses and feelings”; he also stressed again that 
marginalia manifested the “artist’s liberty, his unconstrained possession of space.” 
Schapiro’s insistence on the freedom and “modernity” of medieval artists clearly 
reflects his engagement with the art of his own time.21 His flirtation with Marx-
ist ideology also led him to see the artist in opposition to the church hierarchy; 
he thus downplayed the particular historical and religious contexts in which the 
images were used. Ignoring Bernard’s careful distinctions between monastic and 
lay viewers, Schapiro ultimately cast monsters both in the monastic cloister and in 
books for the laity as products of the same profane imagination.

Ornament and Formalism

A second response that downplays meaning in the monstrous focuses on orna-
ment. Émile Mâle assimilated the most common, heraldically posed beasts and 
monsters in Romanesque art to a vast ornamental repertory, ranging from ancient 
Mesopotamian and Sasanian art to more recent Byzantine textiles, which made 
their way to France as objects of gift exchange, as imported ornament for liturgical 
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vestments, or as wrappings for relics.22 The German scholar Richard Bernheimer 
arrived at similar conclusions, evoking again Bernard of Clairvaux’s critique.23 
Paralleling Riegl’s universalizing theories of ornament, Bernheimer argued that 
monsters in Romanesque sculpture had their origins in Near Eastern art and that 
the distant cultures were related not so much by shared religious meaning but by 
the “will to form” (Formwille) of the artist.

A more systematic theory of the formal development of the monstrous in 
Romanesque and Gothic art was forged during the 1930s by Jurgis Baltrušaitis, 
a pupil of Henri Focillon. In his first book on the topic, Baltrušaitis argued that 
Romanesque sculpture entails a dialectic between geometry and nature and that 
organic forms are distorted or deformed to conform to the surrounding frame 
and an inner “ornamental” logic.24 He suggested that Romanesque artists either 
created monsters by combining elements of known species or by transforming 
an ordinary creature to conform to the internal rhythms of an ornamental vine 
scroll or the natural geometry of a capital. The impulse toward symmetrical com-
positions could lead further to the creation of double‐bodied creatures joined to 
a single head, such as those described by Saint Bernard (fig. 15-2). In a second 
work focused on Gothic art, Baltrušaitis documented the debt of medieval artists 
to ancient Greek, Roman, and Mesopotamian sources as well as Chinese and 
Japanese motifs. Most convincing are the parallels between the fantastic hybrids 
found on ancient intaglios and their counterparts in Gothic marginalia known as 
grylli.25 These creatures, which are particularly common in the margins of late 
thirteenth‐ and fourteenth‐century English, French, and Flemish manuscripts, 
substitute an enlarged head for a body combined with other heads and features of 
different species (figs. 15-3, 15-4). Baltrušaitis contended that such borrowings 
would have been facilitated during the thirteenth century by the growing appre-
ciation for ancient intaglios and their magical properties.

Baltrušaitis’s teacher, Henri Focillon, incorporated the monstrous into a more 
influential, formalist definition of Romanesque art as ornament or decoration. 
Focillon argued that Romanesque monsters in which the body or head are dou-
bled coincide with the “ornamental dialectic” between the organic and the logic 
of the geometric frame. The frame, in turn, constrains the monstrous and “assures 
the intertwining and interpretation of the parts so well that each ornamental 
block … is like a little enclosed world … which carries within it its own law.”26 
This dialectic play between the monstrous and the frame, he suggested, paralleled 
the structure of scholastic thought.

No one since Baltrušaitis and Focillon has traced so thoroughly the formal 
development of the monstrous. It would seem that the moment of formalist anal-
ysis of the monstrous had passed in the second half of the twentieth century, 
when contemporary art itself expanded beyond “decoration” and abstraction 
to embrace the figural subject again. More recent scholarship, questioning the 
search for sources as far afield as the ancient Near East and China, has emphasized 
the influence of indigenous, pre‐Christian Celtic, Scandinavian, and Germanic 
traditions.27
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Monstrous Iconography

Writing around the middle of the nineteenth century, the Abbé Charles Auber 
was among the first commentators to propose an iconography of the monstrous. 
Auber contended that Bernard disparaged monsters in the cloister only because 
they constituted an unnecessary expense.28 At the same time, he showed that 
Bernard was aware of the significance of monsters when he deployed them as 
metaphors for heretics or associated them with demonic powers.29 On this basis, 
Auber suggested that the hybrids Bernard described in cloister capitals should be 
understood as images of heretics.30 In gargoyles (fig. 15-4) Auber found a perfect 
synthesis of practical and metaphorical function: monsters are placed outside the 
church, because they represent the expulsion of demons or the possessed from 
the sanctuary.31 Their monstrous forms and their grimaces represent their evil 
natures and the convulsions they suffer when exorcized from the church. Antici-
pating recent explanations of gargoyles as reflections of “popular culture” Auber 
suggested that their monstrous forms might have been inspired by the fantastic 
serpents and dragons carried in urban festivals to celebrate the triumph of Chris-
tianity over paganism.32

While Auber provides a useful framework for understanding the monstrous, 
his interpretations lack the specificity required by Mâle’s iconographic method. 
Although Mâle dismissed Gothic gargoyles and marginalia as artistic fantasy, 
he did interpret those monsters mentioned in biblical or bestiary texts and in 
the great thirteenth‐century encyclopedias as negative moral signs or vices.33 
His method was also adapted by German‐language scholarship in the mid‐
twentieth century. Herbert Schade, like Mâle, drew largely upon biblical exe-
gesis to suggest that monsters were susceptible to the fourfold interpretation 
of scriptural texts in terms of historical (literal), allegorical, tropological, and 
anagogical meanings.34 He also emphasized the connection between monsters 
and demons.

More recent iconographical studies have expanded the range of textual 
sources. Lilian Randall’s seminal essays on marginalia in Gothic manuscripts 
consider monsters as one of many types of marginal motifs which draw not only 
on the bestiary and monster literature such as the Marvels of the East but also 
fabliaux and exempla designed to embellish sermons.35 Randall accepts Schapiro’s 
notion that Bernard’s critique of monsters in the monastery stemmed from their 
association with “profane imagination,” but she goes on to show how themes 
from ostensibly secular literature came to be incorporated into ecclesiastical 
art under the influence of exempla from sermon literature. Randall attributes 
the inclusion of such motifs in the margins of religious and secular texts to the 
increasing lay audience for books drawn from an emerging upper middle class in 
Northern Europe.

While iconography is still a necessary first step in decoding conventional mon-
sters, the more inventive creations such as the marginalia of the Luttrell Psalter 
(fig. 15-3) defy easy classification. Furthermore, as Leclercq‐Marx has shown, in 
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the rare instances in which inscriptions are included, the text is often at odds with 
the image and serves, at best, to identify a general category of monster.36 The 
indeterminacy of much monstrous iconography has led Michael Camille to posit 
an “anti‐iconography” based on Walter Ong’s theories of orality.37 Focusing on 
the ravenous beasts in the Romanesque trumeau of Souillac, Camille proposed a 
host of oral associations for the monk, ranging from the monastic discipline of 
ruminatio to vices such as oral gratification of both sexual and culinary appetites, 
and the monk’s anxieties over being devoured by wild animals in this world or 
fantastic monsters in hell. The advantage of Camille’s approach is that it recog-
nizes the potential polyvalence of unconventional monsters.

Another “anti‐iconography” is proposed by David Williams. Instead of assum-
ing that monsters are negative moral signs, Williams proposes that they are 
paradoxical signs alluding to the invisible God.38 Citing the negative or apophatic 
theology of Pseudo‐Dionysius the Areopagite, as translated for the Latin West by 
John Scottus Eriugena, Williams argues that hybrid monsters reveal the unknow-
able God by showing that which He is not. It is the negation of form, order, 
hierarchy, and reason itself that also causes the monstrous to elicit the derision of 
churchmen such as Bernard.39 Although Williams has been criticized for exagger-
ating the impact of the Pseudo‐Dionysius, his approach is echoed in a number of 
recent essays. Robert Mills, for example, has suggested that three‐headed images 
of the Christian Trinity cast Christ as hybrid “monster.”40 Beyond representing 
literally the three persons in one, such images, he suggests, furnished palpable 
metaphors for the paradoxical admixture of diverse natures in Christ’s body.

Psychology and the Apotropaic

Long before Sigmund Freud had published his theories of psychoanalysis, French 
scholars saw a general psychological basis for representations of monsters. As early 
as 1884, Elphège Vacandard embraced A. Joly’s view that the monsters in the 
historiated initials of the Cîteaux Moralia in Job (fig. 15-2) presented “a startling 
image of the deepest side of our nature, of our brutality, violence.”41 Since the 
early twentieth century, Freudian psychology has played a pre‐eminent role in try-
ing to understand the function of monsters as a kind of cathartic expression of the 
inner workings of the artist’s unconscious mind. Meyer Schapiro was among the 
first art historians to apply this approach to monsters in Romanesque and Gothic 
art. In an essay on the sculpture of Souillac, he described the monstrous combats 
of the trumeau as manifesting a collective respect for, and fear of, violence in 
feudal society which was “sublimated in mythical themes of divine protection.” 
Schapiro similarly affirmed that Bernard’s monstrous cloister capitals manifested 
“a world of projected emotions, psychologically significant images of force, play, 
aggressiveness, anxiety, self‐torment and fear …”42

While Schapiro focused on aggression and violence, two scholars of the Vienna 
School, Ernst Kris and Sir Ernst Gombrich, analyzed the monstrous in relation 
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to caricature and the comic. Following Freud’s theory of laughter, Kris viewed 
the comic as a mechanism for coping with anxiety. The satyrs, goat demons, cock 
dancers, and comic devils in medieval art and literature thus revealed for him 
“another more sinister shape once feared and dreaded.” He also argued that grin-
ning Gothic gargoyles (fig. 15-4) simultaneously turned away evil with laughter 
and terrified the spectator.43

Ernst Gombrich focused on the recuperative aspect of monsters in a larger 
study of ornament. Gombrich called the margins “zones of license” and he 
contended that the majority of monsters should be seen as “creations in their 
own right” and the “dream work” of the artist. Like Schapiro, he understood 
the monsters described by Bernard as a tool for mastering instinctual urges by 
“giving them an outlet of an acceptable shape.”44 But he also emphasized a 
certain ambivalence which upsets our sense of order: understood as real mon-
sters, the images inspire fear of the unknown and demonic, but seen as play-
ful inventions, they elicit laughter. Ultimately, he answered Bernard’s question 
regarding the purpose of monsters in the cloister by recalling a more universal, 
apotropaic function.

Gombrich’s apotropaic theory is echoed in much recent scholarship. Peter 
Dinzelbacher argues that demonic and monstrous creatures were “imprisoned 
in stone” to assure the faithful that evil powers would be vanquished by the 
church.45 He also cites concrete evidence for associating gargoyles (fig.  15-4) 
with exorcism: a German “Hexenbuchlein” (c.1500) records that gargoyles, like 
magical spells, turn away witches, cats, wolves, and other malevolent creatures. 
In a broad‐ranging study, which considers monstrous hybrids together with dis-
embodied heads or masks, animals, entertainers and scatological imagery, Ruth 
Mellinkoff likewise argues that the entire range of “grotesques” and “drolleries” 
served as talismans.46 By variously evoking laughter or fear, confusion or distrac-
tion, monsters both represent demons and avert their attacks.

More specific interpretations are proffered for monstrous images accompanied 
by texts. For Elizabeth Valdez del Álamo, a capital in the Silos cloister depict-
ing birds attacking harpies and lion’s masks dramatizes the prayer inscribed on 
its abacus: text and image evoke Santo Domingo’s power to protect the faith-
ful from harm.47 Focusing on monastic spirituality, Conrad Rudolph has shown 
how monsters in the Cîteaux Moralia in Job relate to the monk’s own interior 
“spiritual struggle” outlined in Gregory the Great’s commentary.48 Rudolph 
interprets semi‐hominal hybrids as warning the monks of their potentially 
irrational or “bestial” behavior. This descent to the bestial is illustrated in the 
initial heading Book 28 (fig. 15-1): at the base of the initial a naked man appears 
on all fours, ridden like a beast of burden, and higher up, the human body is 
transformed into semi‐hominal hybrids including a bull‐headed satyr attacking 
a goat‐headed man. Although not all of the hybrid initials can convincingly be 
related to adjacent texts, Rudolph’s method of psychological interpretation is 
constructive, because it sets the images concretely within the monastic milieu in 
which they were used.



368 	 T h o m as  E . A . Da l e

Popular Culture

While the images in the Cîteaux Moralia can be linked directly to the text’s com-
mentary on monastic life, it is often argued that inventive marginalia in Gothic 
manuscripts such as the Luttrell Psalter (fig. 15-3) were addressed primarily to 
the laity. An alternative to dismissing marginalia as the product of artistic fantasy 
has gained currency in the past 20 years under the banner of popular culture. The 
most influential exponent of this approach, the Russian literary scholar, Mikhail 
Bakhtin, saw the carnivalesque and laughter as keys to understanding popular 
culture as a ritualized release from the official controls of social, sexual, and reli-
gious behavior. According to Bakhtin, medieval popular or “folk” culture is mani-
fested in three distinct forms: ritual spectacles such as the Feast of Fools or car-
nival before Lent; comic verbal compositions, including both oral and written 
parodies of sacred texts; and various genres of Billingsgate‐type curses, oaths, 
and popular blazons.49 Furthermore, like all forms of “grotesque realism,” the 
“people’s laughter,” he argued, was a debasement of the higher, literally bringing 
it down to earth and the “bodily lower stratum.” It was also simultaneously recu-
perative or reproductive.50

Bakhtin’s work came to the forefront of medieval studies after the appearance 
of the first English translation in 1968. Yet, it must be noted that many of his 
sources, including the fabliaux, mystery plays, and medieval festivals, had already 
been used selectively by literary historians as early as the late eighteenth century. 
Karl Floegel’s Geschichte des grotesk‐komischen (1788) held that the “grotesque‐
comedy” manifested in medieval mystery plays, and secular guild and religious 
festivals such as the Feast of Fools, met an essential human need shared with other 
cultures throughout human history to “let off steam” and protest authority. Floe-
gel’s theory was extended to the visual arts in 1865 by Thomas Wright’s history 
of caricature and the grotesque.51 Wright argued that English caricature in his 
own day was rooted in medieval drolleries of illuminated manuscripts (fig. 15-3) 
and entertainments like the mystery plays; both visual images and performances 
parodied official clerical culture.

Michael Camille was the most influential exponent of popular culture’s role in 
medieval art. In his 1992 survey of marginalia, Camille drew upon anthropolog-
ical theory to define the margins as a “liminal” zone bridging the sacred and the 
profane, high and low, textual and oral; he further explored how popular culture 
both critiques and sustains the elite and sacred culture it frames.52 Amplifying 
Leslie Bridaham’s discussion of gargoyles in relationship to “popular” festivals 
such as the Feast of the Fools, Camille interpreted monsters in Gothic sculpture 
as depicting an “inverted order” of the clergy’s hierarchically structured lives.53 
He affirmed that the exterior of a church, like the margins of a page, allowed for a 
certain amount of free play because it lay at the intersection of sacred and secular 
space in the city.

In his monograph on the Luttrell Psalter, Camille appealed again to Bakhtin’s 
notion of popular culture providing an officially sanctioned space for social 
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criticism, parody, and protest.54 He connected the hybrid babewyns, such as 
those on the margins of fol. 182v (fig. 15-3), with folk plays performed by 
peasants from Lincolnshire, where the psalter was made. Their theatrical meta-
morphosis from one species to another was also understood as alluding to 
the inversion of social roles. The monsters’ large open mouths and orifices 
might parody the mouths of the readers reciting psalms, but their prominent 
display of bottom parts of animals could also evoke the regenerative function 
of Bakhtin’s “lower bodily stratum.” The human‐headed monster at the base 
of 182v (fig. 15-3) illustrates this quite literally in that a great leaf sprouts like 
a tail from his behind. Echoing Aron Gurevich’s critique of Bakhtin,55 Camille 
saw no contradiction in the representation of “low” or “folk” culture images 
in the pages of an “elite” knight’s psalter because the knight was inextricably 
linked to the land and the people he controlled. In the end, Camille under-
stood the babewyns of the Luttrell Psalter as an unofficial discourse appropri-
ated by official culture for its own ends, manipulated and “kept in place” by 
logocentric culture.

Katrin Kröll has recently revived Kris’s approach to the monstrous as a manifes-
tation of the comic mode.56 She argues that Bernard was principally concerned that 
the simultaneously ugly and comic aspects of monsters in the cloister would stim-
ulate the monk in ways that would hinder his spiritual meditations. At the same 
time, she argues that church authorities generally considered monstrous images 
to be acceptable as a “coping mechanism” for the laity within certain boundaries. 
Monstrous creatures on the margins of sacred images functioned much like the 
temporary inversions of social order represented within officially sanctioned mask-
ing rituals during the Feast of the Fools and mystery plays.

While Kröll and Camille see popular culture as integral to elite culture, both 
challenging and reinforcing its boundaries, Nurith Kenaan-Kedar argues that 
the monsters and deformed humans sculpted in Romanesque modillons and 
Gothic gargoyles were created by lay artists in opposition to official clerical 
culture.57 Because of their functional and supporting roles in the architectural 
structure, Kenaan‐Kedar reasons, modillons and gargoyles naturally encompass 
“a lower category of art” distinct from the “official” art of facades, portals, and 
capitals. She also hypothesizes different readings of the sculptures by clerical 
patrons, lay audiences, and artists: the former would have understood the 
marginal images as representing the punishment of vice; the artists and lay 
public, by contrast, would have sympathized with the images of secular society 
as a form of protest.

Kenaan‐Kedar’s work prompts us to consider clear distinctions of audience 
responses to the monstrous, but one wonders if it is really possible that the clergy 
who commissioned this sculpture would have been oblivious to the “subversive” 
messages of some of the images. Kröll and Camille’s model is more pragmatic: 
popular culture can hardly be seen in complete isolation from elite culture when 
the only textual sources describing it come from elite culture, and the images 
themselves appear within an ecclesiastical framework.



370 	 T h o m as  E . A . Da l e

Race, Gender, and Disability

Reflecting the post‐modern era’s preoccupation with alterity and hybridity, medi-
evalists, since the late 1980s, have increasingly associated the representation of 
monsters with the denigration of deviant or marginal social groups.58 Friedman 
interprets the depiction of monstrous races on the eastern margins of mappae-
mundi as a medieval example of Edward Saïd’s “orientalism.”59 Monstrous races 
were viewed not merely as “wonders” of nature or as moralizations of sinful-
ness, but also as the means of labelling and distancing disparate social groups and 
non‐Christian religious groups. As such, the monstrous races were more extreme 
examples of the caricatured bodies that were used more generally to represent 
non‐Christians and heretics within and outside Europe.60 As Debra Strickland 
has shown, it was particularly during the period of the Crusades, when conflicts 
were escalated between European Christians and foreign non‐Christians that 
Saracens, Mongols, black Africans (“Ethiopians”), Muslims, and Jews alike were 
quite literally transformed in art into monstrous hybrids, befitting their status as 
“barbarous,” morally debased, and demonic opponents of Christendom.61 Exam-
ining the monstrous closer to home, Rhonda Knight has similarly argued that the 
thirteenth‐century manuscripts of Gerald of Wales’s Topographia Hibernica cast 
the Irish as hybrid beasts in need of being civilized by British colonizers and their 
Welsh surrogates.62

Recent feminist scholarship has affirmed either that women were assimilated 
to the monstrous or that monstrous images were designed to intimidate them. 
According to Margaret Miles, medieval clerics cast the female body as quintes-
sentially “grotesque” as a result of Eve’s role in the Fall, and her embodiment 
of sexuality.63 For this reason, John Mandeville included female prodigies in his 
Travels, such as the daughter of Hippocrates, who revealed her monstrous nature 
by transforming herself into a dragon. Because women were viewed as the cause 
of lust in men, they were also represented with grotesquely enlarged genitals, as 
in the case of sheela‐na‐gigs, or as half‐human hybrids such as the siren.

Madeline Caviness argues against what she terms the “masculinist” interpreta-
tions of monsters in comical terms.64 Focusing on the margins of the Hours of 
Jeanne d’Evreux, Caviness interprets monsters here as sexually charged images 
that terrorized and controlled the behavior of the female viewer. The constant 
allusion to masculine sexuality in the form of monsters with phallic tails and 
weapons, engaged in aggressive combat, would have been sufficiently repulsive to 
draw the female reader back to the words on the page and her devotions. Against 
this gender‐specific interpretation of monsters, however, Lucy Sandler notes that 
the same kind of monstrous hybrids in combat appear in the margins of books 
designed for male patrons.65

The canonical association of Plinian monsters of the kind represented in the 
Anglo‐Saxon manuscripts of the Wonders of the East, and later The Travels 
of  John Mandeville with “race” has recently been called into question by Asa 
Mittman. He points out the relatively recent invention of the term “race,” which 
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he suggests “reifies the culture of the medieval authors and illuminators … and 
implicitly, if unintentionally, elevates this group as normative.”66 Contrasting the 
apparent fixity of “races,” Mittman points to the changeability of the monstrous 
peoples depicted in medieval manuscripts and also to the variable aspects that 
serve to classify them as monstrous. This point is amplified in the recent study 
of the Beowulf manuscript containing The Wonders of the East, co‐authored by 
Mittman with literary historian Sarah Kim. Here it is argued that the images and 
textual descriptions of monsters in the Anglo‐Saxon manuscript allow one to ima-
gine creatures that are otherwise “ungefraegelicu” or “inconceivable.”67 Texts 
and images are equally ambiguous and unstable, designed to engage the viewer 
and reader in the ambiguities of monstrosities. They are, the authors suggest, sim-
ulacra in the sense described by Baudrillard, in that, despite being artificial, they 
function as if they are real, simulating the qualities of the real. They are thus also 
in Mittman and Kim’s analysis multivalent, susceptible to a wide array of contem-
porary approaches, including psychoanalytic, post‐colonial, feminist, gender and 
transgender theory, semiotics, formalism and deconstruction.

A related category of alterity that is only just emerging derives from disability 
studies. John Block Friedman has recently observed that disability is associated 
with monstrosity and moral deformity by Saint Augustine, and in the twelfth 
century, Gerard of Wales speaks of cripples in conjunction with werewolves and 
other hybrids.68 It is not surprising, then, that cripples appear among the mon-
strous races arranged in compartments around the representation of the Pentecost 
at Vézelay, but this also suggests that, like the monstrous peoples, the disabled 
were understood to be capable of redemption.

Vision, Imagination and Memory

Most recent scholarship assumes that monstrous images are not merely text illus-
trations but also palpably affect the eyes and minds of the beholder. It is only 
during the past two decades that art historians have seriously explored the rami-
fications of vision for the representation of the monstrous. Michael Camille sug-
gested that staring grylli in the margins of fourteenth‐century prayer books such 
as the Luttrell Psalter (fig. 15-3) both warned against the susceptibility of the eyes 
to demonic gazes and potentially distracted the reader’s eyes from the sacred, 
deliberately countering the pious gaze of lay donors depicted in the same manu-
scripts.69 Camille also explained the proliferation of hybrid monsters through the 
mechanics of vision.70 The imagination or phantasia, he noted, was understood 
by scientists of vision such as Albert the Great as a force that could create new 
images. As an intermediary between the imagination and memory, phantasia had 
the capacity to generate images of a man with two heads or a hybrid with a human 
body, a lion’s head, and the tail of a horse.

As Mary Carruthers has shown, images of monsters held in memory could 
also be used to stimulate the process of thought.71 The fearful monsters so 
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frequently represented around the margins of Gothic prayer books might serve 
to generate anxiety as a prelude to meditation.72 Yet they were also potentially 
amusing and could be used in didactic contexts to stimulate productive thinking. 
As early as the eleventh century, drawings of hybrid monsters appeared alongside 
verbal descriptions in pedagogical texts known as the versus rapportati, which 
were elementary exercises designed to practice cognitive pattern formation.73 The 
parts which make up the hybrids provide a visual cue to the “division” of verses 
into smaller parts which must be recombined in order to make any sense of them. 
Monstrous exercises thus facilitated the ability to invent or recombine familiar 
material in new ways.

Sandy Heslop’s essay on the “chimera” capital in the Canterbury Cathedral 
crypt (c.1100) furnishes a concrete application of comparable theories.74 Cit-
ing the writings of the patron of the crypt, St. Anselm, Heslop proposes that 
the sculptor represented the most inventive “chimeras” in a figural capital clos-
est to the altar as an allusion to the creative process and the Divine Creator 
himself. Anselm had argued that, whereas the Creator conceived of all crea-
tures ex nihilo before physically creating them, artists, even when they produced 
hybrids that never existed, could only combine parts of creatures that already 
existed in memory. The chimera‐hybrid, which had no natural antecedent, was 
as close as the artist could come to divine invention. This positive view of the 
imagination, Heslop further argues, was eclipsed in the mid‐twelfth century by 
the authoritative texts of Bernard and others such as John of Salisbury, who 
saw chimeras either as distractions from spiritual matters, or as the product of 
dreams, impaired mental or physical health. What Heslop leaves unexplained is 
the continuing popularity of monsters in monastic art in spite of the protests of 
Bernard and his adherents.

Beyond Vision: Aesthetics, Senses and Affect

The most recent decade of research on medieval monsters has seen a shift away 
from an exclusive focus on the visual and the visionary to consider how the 
aesthetic value of monstrous beings lies in its appeal to multiple senses, reinforc-
ing a powerful affect on the imagination and the emotions. As Asa Mittman has 
recently argued, monsters gained currency through their affect or impact on their 
audiences.75 While vision might seem to be the foremost sense to engage the 
attention of the viewer of representations of monsters, it has been pointed out 
that even two‐dimensional images in illuminated manuscripts had the power to 
evoke alternative sensory responses. Lara Farina, for example, focusing on the 
Blemmya in the Anglo‐Saxon manuscripts of the Wonders of the East, argues that 
the visual image of the headless creature with a face on its chest offers the “en-
folded, feeling skin” – the vellum of the manuscript itself – as a focus for the read-
er’s haptic engagement.76 Other monstrous races, depicted in these manuscripts, 
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exaggerate different sensory organs, including the ears, the mouth, and the nose. 
In the case of the Blemmya, however, Farina argues that in emphasizing touch, it 
is not to be understood simply as the racialized other but also as an image of the 
reader’s self, prompting us “to feel ourselves through the image.”

While Farina suggests that a two‐dimensional monstrous image could syna-
ethetically evoke touch and the other senses, it has also been argued that it is 
in the medium of sculpture that the somatic potential of the monstrous is most 
vividly realized. Kirk Ambrose, in highlighting the classical language of mon-
sters described by Bernard of Clairvaux and depicted in Romanesque sculpture, 
suggests that the centaur, for example, though often understood as an image of 
shame or lust, could also be a vehicle for conveying a “heroic or somatic brand of 
spirituality.”77 He further suggests that the physicality of the medium of sculpture 
was an important aspect of ennobled monsters, drawing inspiration from ancient 
sculpture.

Shifting focus from the repurposing of antique monsters to the affect produced 
by viewing the monstrous in the specific setting of the cloister, Mary Carruthers 
has emphasized the aesthetic value of the striking images listed by Bernard.78 
Highlighting the concept of varietas (variety) in monastic culture, Carruthers 
argues that the carved monsters were designed to “create particular sensory expe-
riences” and provoke a range of emotional responses including laughter, wonder, 
surprise, fear, and shock. Rather than embodying a struggle with the devil, the 
variety of monsters in the cloister are said to produce an immediate and positive 
affectio animi or “affection of the soul” which relieves the weariness and tedium 
of the monk in the cloister. What is particularly attractive about Carruthers’ 
argument is that it recognizes the strong impact this striking imagery must have 
had on the monks –  the shock value of the range of monsters, roaring beasts, 
and demons carved in cloister capitals, an impression, I would argue, that was 
enhanced by the novelty of carving in high relief which had a particular power to 
stimulate the imagination through multiple senses. Furthermore, instead of dis-
missing the imagery as unreligious, she firmly grounds the function of the visual 
images within monastic culture.

A Response to St. Bernard

Although it is now clear that Bernard particularly deplored the visualization of 
monsters because of their potential to distract the monk, it remains to be under-
stood what purpose monstrous images served for iconophile Benedictine monks. 
Focusing on the Romanesque cloister of Saint‐Michel‐de‐Cuxa, I propose that 
the monstrous capitals served both moralizing and cathartic functions.79

The Cuxa cloister offers an unusually wide range of the subjects censured by 
Bernard: double‐bodied lions joined to a single head (fig. 15-2), “filthy apes” 
seated adjacent naked men, semi‐human hybrids such as the siren, and monstrous 
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mouths devouring human torsos (fig. 15-5). Conventional iconographical analysis 
helps us interpret individual motifs as negative moral signs: the siren may be iden-
tified with lust, the apes with the devil and fallen men, the threatening lions with 
those of Psalm 55; the monstrous mouths evoke the Hell‐mouth and its biblical 
precursors, Leviathan and Behemoth (Job 41: 14; 40: 15–24), and the mouths 
of Sheol (Numbers 16: 30–32; Psalm 106: 17). Taking into account the psycho-
analytical perspectives of Kris, Gombrich, and Schapiro, it is also possible to see 
in these grinning monsters an allusion both to monastic anxieties over diabolical 
interventions, and a certain comic aspect designed to ward off those same fears. 
This would also be in keeping with Carruthers’s recent proposal that the variety 
of monstrous forms helped fend off boredom. But in order to understand why 
such negative images would have been represented in cloister sculpture, we need 
to examine monastic psychology in more concrete terms.

An essential clue to understanding how the monstrous images functioned in 
the minds of the monks is offered by the juxtaposition of monstrous and human 
bodies in the Cuxa capitals. In some instances, naked monks squat in the pos-
es of adjacent apes; yet on the same capitals, the center of each face is marked 
by more athletic figures who stand in erect poses and even attempt to lift their 
squatting brothers up. In still other examples naked and clothed figures appear 
threatened by double‐bodied monsters (fig. 15-2) or more directly assimilated 

Figure 15-5  Capital with monstrous heads mounted on human arms. New York, 
The Metropolitan Museum of Art, The Cloisters Collection, 25.120.635. Source: 
photo courtesy of the author.
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to monstrous creatures in the form of hybrids. These images suggest a deeper 
reality within monastic thought in which the body and its verbal and visual repre-
sentations functioned as an image of the spiritual, inner man and externalized its 
conflicts and anxieties. William of Saint Thierry, for example, argued that man was 
distinguished from beasts principally by the faculty of reason; yet, he could still be 
influenced by the lower “animal power” of sensations associated with the imagi-
nation and thus “put on” a bestial image.80 We see William’s notion of “putting 
on” a bestial image translated quite literally into the capitals juxtaposing naked 
men with apes and monstrous beasts.

Monsters did more than embody theological ideas, though. By the twelfth 
century, monastic writers insisted that monstrous phantasms were imprinted in 
the physical fabric of the memory by diabolical intervention, and thus had the 
potential to influence adversely one’s behavior. Nightmares and visions mani-
fested the monk’s battles with demonic powers, as graphically illustrated in con-
temporaneous monastic accounts of dreams such as those found in Peter the 
Venerable’s De miraculis; they also mirrored the vices that he was trying to 
purge in his ongoing struggle for spiritual perfection.81 It is not surprising that 
visual equivalents to the monsters in the imagination are represented in the 
cloister, for it was here that the monk was tested in his personal, spiritual life as 
he meditated upon scripture and digested the lessons of such texts as Gregory 
the Great’s Moralia in Job. The visualization of monsters in this text (fig. 15-1), 
as well as in cloister capitals, exposed the diabolical phantasies of dreams and 
the imagination so that the monk would be prompted to deal with them and 
neutralize their power.

Mary Carruthers has suggested a model for this process from memory theory.82 
She points out that monastic writers such as Saint Anselm and Saint Bernard 
believed that true conversion to the religious life could be achieved only by first 
recalling past vices and sins. Since one could never really eradicate sins completely 
from the memory, it was necessary to seek God’s forgiveness and then change 
one’s “intention” toward them, transforming them from producers of guilt into 
agents of conversion. It may be argued that beholding monstrous capitals in the 
cloister facilitated this process. The monk would have initially been caused to 
“wonder” over their monstrosity, as Bernard had predicted, but he would also 
be inspired to contemplate the malevolent spirits which led him to misbehave. 
Exposed to light, the monks’ inner demons and phantasms might ultimately be 
neutralized.

Conclusion: A Monstrous Methodology

What this historiographic survey reveals is that monsters are susceptible to, and 
even require a wide range of, interpretive strategies.83 This is not to say that all 
approaches are equally valid in all cases, but rather that it is necessary to adapt 
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method to particular functional, social, and historical contexts. As pictorial signs 
that admonish or point to absent beings, monsters are ultimately one of the most 
significant means by which medieval viewers could explore the boundaries bet-
ween body and soul, the sensual and the spiritual, the sacred and the profane, the 
human and the animal, as well as the real and the imaginary. More than a distrac-
tion, monsters were essential stimuli for thinking.
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16

Making Sense of Marginalized 
Images in Manuscripts and 

Religious Architecture
Laura Kendrick

Why should the margins of devotional books … be loaded with incongruous distor-
tions of natural or fabulous forms of life and why did not the sense of propriety in 
the possessors of such books revolt at the ill‐timed, and even indecent, merriment 
of the artist? The only answer to be given to this question is that the ornamentation 
of a manuscript must have been regarded as a work having no connection whatever 
with the character of the book itself. Its details amused or aroused the admiration 
of the beholder who … took no thought whether the text was sacred or profane.1

It has taken art historical study of the imagery in the margins of Romanesque and 
Gothic manuscripts, as well as in the figurative margins of religious architecture 
and furniture, nearly 70 years to get beyond this response to the question so many 
viewers have asked, as phrased by E.M. Thompson, Keeper of Manuscripts for 
the British Museum, in his 1896 essay “The Grotesque and the Humorous in 
Illuminations of the Middle Ages.” A few years later, Louis Maeterlinck opened 
his own study of satire in Flemish painting by paraphrasing Thompson’s question 
and answer, and then elaborating on the reasons for this compartmentalization: 
different zones of the manuscript page were intended for different audiences; the 
text written in the center was meant for the education of the men in the family, 
while the extraneous marginal imagery was meant for the entertainment of the 
women and children.2 Such a view may go a long way toward explaining why 
progress in the analysis of marginal imagery was slow at first: it was considered to 
be beneath study by men.
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The Battle over the Meaning of Monsters

Today we feel ill at ease reading Emile Mâle’s ridicule of Félicie d’Ayzac, one 
of the earliest women to venture into the nascent field of art history (still called 
“archeology”), for her “ingenious” efforts to explain as symbols the monstrous 
hybrids carved in the “marginal” space of religious architecture:

In her Mémoire sur trente‐deux statues symboliques observées dans les parties hautes des 
tourelles de Saint‐Denis, she made most clever use of texts. The statues of Saint‐Denis 
are hybrid monsters. Mme Félicie d’Ayzac broke them down into their components: 
lion, goat, billy goat, horse. Then, armed with the mystical dictionary of Saint Eucher 
or of Rhabanus Maurus, she discovered the allegorical sense of them …

Mme Félicie d’Ayzac thought she had found a method and created a science 
of symbolism. In reality, she demonstrated only one thing: never were our ancient 
artists as subtle as their modern exegetes. How likely is it that they wanted to express 
so many things, and such refined things, through figures that can be seen from 
below only with good opera‐glasses!3

In this attack published in 1898 in L’Art religieux du XIIIe siècle en France (his 
doctoral dissertation), Mâle also singled out Charles‐Auguste Auber, for his attempt 
to explain the symbolism of corbels ornamented with animal and human heads on 
the cathedral of Poitiers and other churches4; Charles Cahier, for a volume devoted 
to Curiosités mystérieuses in which he used bestiaries and theological texts to explain 
“works that are nothing but artists’ fantasies”5; and Count Bastard d’Estang for falling 
into the same error in his Etudes de symbolique chrétienne.6 These men were named 
along with Félicie d’Ayzac as perpetrators of a “mania for symbols” that threatened 
to discredit scientific archéologie. Mâle charged: “they have turned it into a novel.”

Bastard d’Estang’s oral report of 1849 to the Comité historique des arts et 
monuments concerning certain plates in Auber’s study of Poitiers Cathedral 
opened the polemic. In this report, he defended Auber for trying to reproduce 
in engravings the monstrous sculpted figures of the cathedral’s corbels, which 
“antiquarians have treated until now with a disdain these figures surely do not 
deserve.”7 Bastard d’Estang argued that these corbel sculptures are analogous 
to the imagery in the margins of liturgical manuscripts, images which he called 
vignettes and claimed “frequently have an explanation … drawn from textual 
passages on the same page as the vignette, often beside or directly opposite the 
symbol.”8 Bastard d’Estang called for comparison of corbel figures both with 
other sculpted figures and with painted figures in the margins of manuscripts 
from the thirteenth century on. He predicted that such comparative study would 
prove “on the authority of the Church Fathers and of numerous connections, that 
caprice alone is not the creator of these peculiar compositions.”9

To support his view that bizarre marginal imagery can often be explained by the 
textual context where it appears (a point so novel – and so poorly demonstrated – 
that it convinced no one), Bastard d’Estang narrated how he resolved the mystery of 
one monstrous figure in a Breviary of the late thirteenth century (see fig. 16-1)10:



Figure 16-1  Breviary page with marginal images. Paris: Bibliothèque nationale de France, 
MS Lat. 1258, fol. 179v. Source: photo courtesy of Bibliothèque nationale de France.
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[I]n the office of Saint Stephen protomartyr, beside the historiated initial that encloses 
the depiction of his death, the calligrapher has placed, as an ornament in the upper 
margin, a monster of such a bizarre shape that I was on the point of attributing it to 
the hand of a delirious illuminator: it is a red beast; its head is cut off, and from its 
breast emanates a long blue neck terminated by a human head. The figure being new 
to me, I thought I should turn to the text in order to verify whether, by chance, it was 
justified; I had the satisfaction of reading, on the same page, the following sentence 
from a sermon of Saint Fulgentius: Hodie miles [Stephanus], de tabernaculo corporis 
exiens, triumphator migravit ad cœlum. Here, then, we have an allegory of Saint 
Stephen dying and “already seeing the glory of God,” or, what is sometimes called 
an apotheosis. The peculiarity of the monster helps to call attention to the symbol.11

To Bastard d’Estang, the human head on the very elongated blue neck, which 
he showed in a drawing,12 symbolized the migration of the soul to heaven, and 
he found support for this symbolism in the images at the bottom of the same 
page. This bas de page depicts an archer preparing to shoot at a snail coming out 
of its shell, which Bastard d’Estang understood, in this instance and others, as 
“certainly having to do with resurrection.” He went even further to argue, in a 
footnote, that marginal imagery may serve as a visual commentary by the painter 
upon the text it borders, and likewise for “marginal” sculpture:

Long experience has convinced us that marginal figures, very often inspired by the 
reading of the page itself, can serve as commentaries; often the passages relating to 
the miniatures, if one knows how to find them, reveal in turn the dominant thoughts 
of the painter at the time he was working. By allowing ourselves to be guided by 
analogy, we arrive at an explanation of fantastic creatures, which a similar intention 
has lavished on the corbels of churches. It is not rare, indeed, to encounter equally 
bizarre and monstrous compositions in liturgical books … The understanding of a 
word, the sudden comprehension of a textual or figural analogy, suffice to guide the 
reader on the path of the sculpted symbol, there where he had thought he saw only 
a meaningless grotesque.13

These allegorizing explanations did not convince (for elongated necks ending in 
human heads are not uncommon on marginal monsters), and some antiquarians 
were offended by Bastard d’Estang’s regretful admission that medieval marginal 
imagery is not always symbolic (emblematic or allegorical) in intention, but that 
there are also figures “purely burlesque, presenting faults or, if one prefers, qualities 
of caricature, with the unique aim of provoking laughter.” To Bastard d’Estang, 
comic marginal imagery was “a symbolic aberration and a scandal in temples as 
well as in liturgical and prayer books.”14

It is no wonder that Champfleury, a student of caricature in all its forms, took 
Bastard d’Estang to task for “excessive, sectarian symbolism” and for his “bizarre 
analogies,” particularly those involving the snail. Like other antiquarians, Champ-
fleury was convinced of the utility of comparative study of motifs as they appeared 
across the spectrum of material supports:
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This comparison of different monuments is surely rational. The miniatures, drawings, 
sculpture, pottery, and metalwork of a period are held together by the bonds of 
ornament. In order to furnish his mind with the favorite forms of a period, the 
archeologist can never study various arts too much.15

Champfleury concluded that Bastard d’Estang had demonstrated his good 
archeological sense in theory, but not in practice, for the results of his explanatory 
method were ridiculous.

Interdisciplinary studies devoted to the transgeneric history of satire, caricature, 
and the grotesque flourished in the nineteenth century. In these, scholars such 
as Thomas Wright, Champfleury (who published the first edition of his history of 
caricature in 1876), and the Belgian Louis Maeterlinck made abundant use of, 
and thus called public attention to, “marginal” imagery from the pages of illu-
minated manuscripts and from the carvings on the capitals, corbels, portals, and 
misericords of religious buildings.16 These entertaining surveys treat monstrosity 
as a type of exaggeration and a mark of ridicule, but they are less interested in 
the monstrous or fantasized than in Gothic marginal images of a more mundane, 
everyday sort: entertaining or satirical “genre” scenes. These are presented in 
the form of drawings of specific details copied from vaguely identified medieval 
contexts. More scrupulous than the others on this point, Wright identified manu-
scripts by collection, number, and sometimes name, but never did he give a folio 
number for the medieval image copied in any engraving.

None of these antiquarian scholars believed there was the slightest connection 
between the written text on a manuscript page and the marginal imagery sur-
rounding it. Wright, for example, explained that it was “only natural,” consider-
ing the influence of the medieval minstrels and entertainers on “the people’s minds 
generally, with their stories and satirical pieces, their grimaces, their postures,  
and their wonderful performances,” that “when a painter had to adorn the 
margin of a book, or the sculptor to decorate the ornamental parts of a building, 
we might expect the ideas which would first present themselves to him to be those 
suggested by the jougleur’s performance … The same wit or satire would pervade 
them both.”17 On the other hand, Maeterlinck’s interest in marginal imagery as a 
reflection of popular traditions had a more tendentious, nationalistic motivation: 
to demonstrate an original Flemish genius for satire, which led to the great paintings 
of a Bosch or a Breughel the Elder.

In his review of the state of “archeological” studies in 1898, Mâle criticized 
both Wright and Champfleury (Maeterlinck came too late) for not paying enough 
attention to periodization: “All the epochs are mixed together.”18 However, he 
commended Champfleury for perceiving that much symbolic interpretation was 
beside the point; not only had Champfleury attacked Bastard d’Estang, but he had 
openly rejected his own initial error of “revolutionary neosymbolism”: “I began 
these studies [of the history of caricature] with the idea that the stones of cathe-
drals were speaking witnesses to the state of the people’s revolt; I ended it no 
longer believing in such seditious eloquence.”19 Mâle used Champfleury, in spite 
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of his shortcomings, to bolster his own judgment that “if ever works were devoid 
of thought, it was surely these.” For Mâle, all symbolic explanations of monstrous 
and fantastic marginal imagery were “condemned in advance.”20

To clinch his argument against taking too seriously hybrid monsters and other 
“purely ornamental” features of Romanesque and Gothic art, Mâle quoted part of 
St. Bernard’s famous tirade against monstrous sculptures in the cloister – “what 
are these ridiculous monsters doing here … what is the meaning of these unclean 
apes …?”21 Mâle took this highly rhetorical passage at face value and concluded 
that, if St. Bernard did not understand such sculpture, modern interpreters should 
not even try, for it was never intended to have any sense:

The great mystic, the interpreter of the Song of Songs, the preacher who spoke 
only in symbols, admits that he does not understand the bizarre creations of 
the artists of his time … Such a testimony decides the question. It is obvious 
that the flora and fauna of the Middle Ages, real or fantastic, usually have only 
a decorative value.22

Mâle argued that naturalistic or fantastic flora and fauna are the result of unreflective 
imitation on the part of artisans “closely supervised when it came to expressing 
the religious thought of their time,” but “left free to ornament the cathedral just 
as they pleased.”23 This ornamentation took the form of copying pleasing forms, 
either from nature (for plant leaves and the like) or from available visual designs 
(whether of Oriental textiles or of manuscript pages). In Mâle’s judgment, such 
images are purely formal solutions to the problem of how to fill space: “Hence 
so many hybrid monsters, whose supple limbs, easy to fling in every direction, 
had the merit of occupying all the parts of the field to be filled.”24 By insisting 
heavily on the meaninglessness and pure formality of this marginal imagery as 
sheer ornament, Mâle was not only trying to put a stop to what he considered 
to be a dangerous drift in the new science of iconography, but also to discredit an 
older antiquarian trend that saw in marginal imagery (in genre scenes, as well as 
in monstrosity) documentary evidence of mockery of certain aspects of life in the 
Middle Ages, as well as signs of popular resistance to domination (especially by 
the Catholic Church, the priesthood, the friars).

Mâle may have felt that his argument was not entirely convincing, for he 
attempted to nuance and bolster it in his study of twelfth‐century religious art, 
first published in 1922, where he suggested pictorial, literary, or real‐life models 
for numerous motifs of Romanesque sculpture, “the most virile of the arts,” 
hence the primary focus of his research.25 As sources for images of warriors or 
jongleurs and acrobats carved on capitals or façades, for example, he posited the 
real presence of jongleurs entertaining and reciting epics to the crowds in front 
of churches on the pilgrimage routes. To some monstrous carvings Mâle now 
allowed a moralizing intention; these he traced to descriptions and images from 
early bestiaries and writings on natural history and the peoples of the world. 
Nevertheless, Mâle concluded his chapter on the Romanesque imagery of 
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“The World and Nature” by reiterating his earlier views, this time backed with 
photographs and drawings of motifs borrowed from Oriental textiles:

It has become obvious today that the efforts of a whole generation of scholars have 
been fruitless. They worked in a vacuum, and it was Saint Bernard who was right. 
Our greater understanding today of Oriental decorative art leaves no doubt as to the 
truth of this. It is clear that, almost always, the peculiar animals of our Romanesque 
churches reproduce, more or less freely, the magnificent animals of Oriental textiles. 
Our sculptors were not always thinking of teaching; most of the time they were 
thinking only of decorating. This is the point it is important to establish.26

As sheer ornament, the pagan, monstrous imagery of Romanesque and Gothic 
sculpture merited scholarly attention only to identify its foreign sources and to 
appreciate its lines or style.

The Return of the Repressed

After Mâle, much scholarly effort was directed toward the discovery of distant 
sources of decorative motifs and to analysis of the “stylistics” of ornamentation. 
Questions of artistic intent or meaning were left aside. These new research param-
eters are evident in the publications of Jurgis Baltrušaitis on monstrous plastic and 
painted imagery of the Romanesque and Gothic periods.27 Nevertheless, Baltrušaitis 
took a certain delight in complicating the conventional nineteenth‐century narra-
tive of the progress or organic “evolution” toward naturalism of medieval Western 
art. Using a vast number of drawings and photographs, some reproduced in 
the margins of his own text in imitation of medieval marginalia, others showing 
entire manuscript pages rather than mere details, Baltrušaitis demonstrated that 
ancient stocks of stylized, “fantastic” (meaning fantasized or unnatural) imagery 
were continually recycled and varied in new schemes, to purely decorative ends, 
throughout the medieval period. He used words like réveil (resurgence, revival), 
recrudescence (upsurge or outbreak), renaissance (rebirth), and libération des 
refoulements (liberation from repressions) to describe this phenomenon, which 
made it seem to have a life  –  and a psychology  –  of its own: “the revivals are 
due, strictly speaking, to an organic evolution. They happen like a liberation from 
repressions, at the moment when barriers are let down, in an atmosphere of effer-
vescence, immediately after a time of serenity and peace.”28

Baltrušaitis paid lip service to the division of medieval art, whether plastic or 
painted, into two distinct categories of different value. Statues and figures repre-
senting religious doctrine were considered to be of central importance. Ornament 
or “decor” was considered to be marginal, whatever its spatial position. The case 
of “decorated” initial letters formed by or enclosing struggling, stylized beasts, 
birds, plants, and humans in early medieval illuminated Bibles and liturgical man-
uscripts is instructive. Even though these initial letters were the center of attention 
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and sometimes took up the greater part of the page, they were treated by most art 
historians as incidental or marginal, as meaningless ornament, like the monstrous 
sculptures of cloister capitals. Even when they appeared in a central position on 
medieval pages or monuments, fantastic images were considered extraneous and 
evacuated into the “margins” of art historical discourse as sheer decoration. The 
progress toward greater naturalism from Romanesque to Gothic art and beyond 
depends partly on these categorizations conventional to nineteenth‐ and early 
twentieth‐century art historical discourse.

The Gothic tendency to develop fantastic imagery in the margins of the 
page, rather than in major initials (as in earlier periods), was interpreted as 
conducive to greater naturalism in manuscript art. Baltrušaitis explained this, 
for example, in the opening of his chapter on the revival of the fantastic in the 
decor of the book:

A double development, determining the two independent and stylistically opposed 
aspects of architectural sculpture – its statuary and its decor, strictly speaking – also 
dominates the evolution of painting in manuscripts, where we see, on the one hand, 
illustration (the miniature) withdrawing progressively to its domain of story‐telling 
in lifelike forms, and on the other hand, ornamentation (illumination) discovering 
nearby, in the borders of the page, a space of escape to the limitless distance of the 
impossible.29

Yet Baltrušaitis was much more interested in the margins than in the center, and 
he chose to describe this displacement of fantastic imagery as an escape rather 
than an exclusion. Drawing support from a 1941 review by Francis Wormald, 
Baltrušaitis remarked that the creatures which appear in the margins of the 
manuscript page beginning in the mid‐thirteenth century are not a sudden 
creation, but a “freeing,” a “liberation” of the fantastic living forms that had 
earlier been “imprisoned” in initial letters.30 In effect, Baltrušaitis’s choice of 
the psychoanalytic concept of a lifting of repression to account for the multiple 
revivals and revisions of fantastic imagery (whose origins he identified in Hellenic, 
Saracen, and Far Eastern ornament) may reveal his own implicit project: to break 
out of the ideological parameters defined by turn‐of‐the‐century art historians. 
In their often bewildering profusion, his studies of fantastic, stylized ornament 
are a kind of “return of the repressed,” that is, of a subject that had been treated 
as marginal and minor.

As successive twentieth‐century artistic movements found ever new ways 
of rejecting naturalism, there seemed to be less and less sense in a nineteenth‐
century evolutionary theory that posited exact imitation of nature as the highest 
stage of development and the supreme value in art, that judged earlier art by how 
nearly it approached this ideal, and that constructed a theory of development 
on that basis. If the point of farthest “development” was not realism but, for 
example, Abstract Expressionism, there was no reason for histories of art to 
devalue expressive medieval stylization, no reason to marginalize the fantastic 
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or monstrous. In an essay of 1947, Meyer Schapiro announced his intention to 
re‐evaluate certain aspects of medieval art in the light of modern art:

What concerns us here … is not the defense of modern art, but rather the inquiry 
into the common view that mediaeval art was strictly religious and symbolical, 
submitted to collective aims, and wholly free from the aestheticism and individualism 
of our age. I shall try to show that by the eleventh and twelfth centuries there had 
emerged in western Europe within church art a new sphere of artistic creation 
without religious content and imbued with values of spontaneity, individual 
fantasy, delight in color and movement, and the expression of feeling that anticipate 
modern art.31

Schapiro agreed with Mâle’s rejection of any programmatic theological or 
moral symbolism in monstrous sculptures and marginal imagery, but he tried 
to define the ornamental in a less denigrating way. It is not necessarily without 
meaning simply because it does not have a didactic religious sense:

Are the religious and the ornamental the only alternatives of artistic purpose? Apart 
from the elements of folklore and popular belief in some of these fantastic types, 
they are a world of projected emotions, psychologically significant images of force, 
play, aggressiveness, anxiety, self‐torment and fear, embodied in the powerful forms 
of instinct‐driven creatures, twisted, struggling, entangled, confronted, and super-
posed. Unlike the religious symbols, they are submitted to no fixed teaching or 
body of doctrine. We cannot imagine that they were commissioned by an abbot or 
bishop as part of a didactic program. They invite no systematic intellectual appre-
hension, but are grasped as individual, often irrational fantasies, as single thoughts 
and sensations. These grotesques and animal combats stand midway between 
ancient and modern art in their individualized, yet marginal character.32

Schapiro suggested a new history of the development of art, this time focused 
on the expression of individual subjectivity, a history in which what was marginal 
eventually becomes central.

In Schapiro’s contrast between the absolute regularity of classical Greek ornament 
and the deliberate variety of Romanesque ornament, which can be understood 
as a “fruitful instance of liberty of individual conception,”33 there are echoes 
of John Ruskin’s chapter on “The Nature of Gothic” from The Stones of Venice 
(London, 1851–1853), wherein Ruskin argued that the variety of Gothic 
ornament (as opposed to “servile” Greek, Ninevite, and Egyptian ornament) is 
a sign of the artist’s freedom. The medieval commentaries Schapiro offered as 
evidence of an aesthetic appreciation of art emphasize the medieval viewer’s 
delight in variation, but also in fine workmanship, in the expertise of the crafts-
man. St. Bernard’s tirade against monstrous sculptures in cloisters is interpreted 
as proof of his opposition to “idle” or useless aesthetic expression devoid of didac-
tic content or religious symbolism: “the monsters are not regarded by Bernard as 
symbols of evil; nor is there reason to suppose that the sculptors conceived them 
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deliberately as such.” Schapiro also pointed out that Bernard would have had 
occasion to encounter the same sort of monstrous imagery in the initial letters of 
Cistercian religious manuscripts, where they were “entirely independent of the 
accompanying text.”34

From Romanesque to Gothic, from Monstrous to Droll

In Apes and Ape Lore in the Middle Ages and the Renaissance, H.W. Janson 
devoted a whole chapter to “The Ape in Gothic Marginal Art” and stressed the 
inadequacy of iconographical study that either relies solely on theological sources 
to explain marginal imagery or else treats it as purely decorative, conveying no 
thought:

This rigid division has been broken down more and more in recent years. We have 
come to realise increasingly that mediaeval painters and sculptors, even though their 
status as craftsmen excluded them from the exalted realm of the artes liberales, did 
not simply carry out the commands of the clergy; that they enjoyed, in fact, con-
siderable freedom in exercising their own imagination, so that their work must be 
regarded as complementary to the literary sources in expressing the thoughts and 
emotions of the era.35

However, as Janson admitted, to concede individual intention to the medieval 
creator of drôleries causes major difficulties for the modern interpreter: “How, 
then, is he to determine the level of meaning appropriate to a given design? … 
Even if the source of a motif is known, he has no assurance that its meaning 
has not been submerged in the free play of forms so characteristic of Gothic 
marginal art.”36

Janson chose to focus on the motif of the ape because, as he claimed, “apes 
play a more conspicuous part in marginal grotesques than any other animal” and 
because he hoped, by studying one type of imagery, to “contribute … to a better 
understanding of the nature of Gothic drôlerie and thus help to pave the way for 
more comprehensive studies of the subject‐matter of marginal art as a whole.”37 
The ape is a kind of test case for the revised narrative of the development of 
Western art suggested by Schapiro, a narrative showing how individual subjectiv-
ity is finally granted center stage. Whereas in Romanesque marginal imagery the 
ape appears rarely and is engaged in serious struggle with monstrous creatures or 
vegetation, in Gothic drôleries the omnipresent ape is treated in a more diverse and 
playful manner – in short, with more liberty of imagination and with reference to a 
wide range of literary sources or real‐life situations.

Janson was the first to devote a whole chapter to the study of one motif in man-
uscript margins (exclusive of other material supports) and to try to analyze simian 
representations by categorizing them: parodies, performing apes, illustrations of 
fables and anecdotes, apes and birds. Yet Janson agreed with the predominant view 
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that there was no meaningful connection between the text and the visual images 
of its margins, and he did not search for any: “a study of the texts is apt to be … 
fruitless, since drôleries, with rare exceptions, have no illustrative function.”38

Lilian Randall’s Images in the Margins of Gothic Manuscripts was the first book 
devoted exclusively to marginal imagery in manuscripts, leaving aside stone, wood, 
and all other supports. It was a vast extension of Janson’s effort to categorize 
one motif. Originating in a 1955 Radcliffe dissertation, Randall’s study cataloged 
and classified marginal imagery from 226 Gothic manuscripts, both religious and 
secular in content, all made in Northern Europe between 1250 and 1350 (with 
a few later exceptions).39 “Isolated renderings of inactive creatures” were consid-
ered to be “purely ornamental detail” and were not taken into account. Randall 
focused, instead, on “scenes depicting humans, animals, or hybrids in some sort 
of activity,” which “constitute the essence of marginal subject matter.” These she 
classified into four principle groups based on “religious sources, secular literature, 
daily life, and parody.”40 With its voluminous subject index, comprising hundreds 
of themes and subthemes, Images in the Margins of Gothic Manuscripts provided 
what remains today a fundamental reference tool; it describes marginal imagery 
in detail, classifies it iconographically, and clearly identifies its manuscript location. 
As Randall pointed out, such a catalog was badly needed to make more compre-
hensive analysis of marginal imagery possible.41 Although far more images are 
indexed than reproduced, Randall also provided more than 700 photographic 
reproductions of details from the margins of manuscripts, thus demonstrating the 
great variety of themes and offering examples for further study.

In her introduction, Randall suggested a broadly aesthetic explanation for 
much Gothic marginal imagery: “the medieval propensity for juxtaposition of 
contrasting elements,” and she stressed the generally entertaining nature of this 
imagery, as she had done in an article pointing out the analogous use of profane 
exempla to spice friars’ sermons, thereby “dispelling the lethargy of the congre-
gation.”42 With respect to the scenes she classed as parody, Randall wrote:

No matter how outrageous the distortion, the function of the travesties which 
constitute the bulk of the iconographic repertory of marginal illustrations was 
less overtly didactic than in analogous subjects preserved in fabliaux and exempla. 
An element of humor was seldom absent, in the rendering if not in the theme, and 
the aim was both to divert and to elevate.43

Like Schapiro and Janson, Randall viewed the margins as a space permitting 
individual artistic freedom: “the margins afforded an opportunity for more 
spontaneous individualistic expression, whether in the realm of sacred imagery, 
social commentary, or fantastic invention.”44 She went on to say that she believed 
further exploration might discover a specific reason for seemingly inappropriate 
motifs “in a surprising number of instances,” and that the enigma of intention is 
“most easily solved when the subjects in the margin are directly related to their 
adjoining text or miniature.”45 Probably to reduce expense and bulk in this catalog, 



394 	 L au r a  K e n d r i c k

Randall squeezed many photographed details onto each page rather than trying 
to reproduce whole manuscript pages, which would have enabled preliminary 
analysis of relationships between texts, miniatures, and marginal imagery.

Randall also published a series of articles exploring particular motifs. In the 
earliest of these, she tried to discover a general explanation for the motif by refer-
ence to contemporary literature and other historical documents. For example, in 
“A Mediaeval Slander,”46 Randall took up the late thirteenth‐century French and 
Franco‐Flemish marginal motif of a man sitting on a nest of eggs, which she 
explained as a slander of the English (as “hatched” and as cowardly egg‐hatchers), 
a slander deriving from the much better‐known medieval taunt against the 
“tailed” English. The point of connection between the two debasing images was 
supposed to be the medieval French word cové meaning both “hatched” (modern 
French couvé) and “tailed” (modern French coué). These particular images in the 
margins were thus thought to visualize familiar taunts against the English enemy. 
In “The Snail in Gothic Marginal Warfare,”47 Randall returned to one of the 
earliest debates about the meaning of a marginal image (between Champfleury 
and Bastard d’Estang) and proposed a new solution: images of warfare against 
snails, chiefly in northern French and Franco‐Flemish manuscripts from 1290 to 
1310, could satirize the Lombards, the new bankers of Europe, whose cowardice 
was exemplified ironically in vernacular literature by their “prowess” at fighting or 
fleeing “armored” (shell‐encased) snails.

Such wide‐ranging studies of the cultural background behind a motif enrich our 
understanding and, in their mastery of detail, go far beyond nineteenth‐century 
interdisciplinary studies of satire and caricature featuring marginal motifs. How-
ever, they leave aside the questions of why the motif under consideration appears 
on a particular page of a particular manuscript, and how and why it may vary 
from one manuscript context to another. Randall’s later articles tend to focus on 
single manuscripts. “Humour and Fantasy in the Margins of an English Book of 
Hours” uses a manuscript from around 1300 to demonstrate the general trend 
in marginal imagery from Romanesque to Gothic: “the intense ferocity of ear-
lier motifs waned in the wake of the dominant new interest in anecdotic detail … 
[while] dragons and grotesques … became tamer and … often designedly comical 
in appearance.”48 A final example out of many, “Games and the Passion in Pucelle’s 
Hours of Jeanne d’Evreux,” analyzes two bas de page drawings, their cultural 
references, and their relationship to other images in the same fourteenth‐century 
manuscript.49

Closer Readings, Case Studies

Most of the published research of Lucy Freeman Sandler is devoted to Gothic 
manuscripts illuminated in England after 1300. Sandler’s work led the trend 
toward closer examination of marginal imagery within its particular manuscript 
context, in relationship both to the words of the central text block and to other 
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images in the same manuscript (in framed miniatures, in initial letters, after line 
endings, or in the margins). In “A Series of Marginal Illustrations in the Rutland 
Psalter,”50 Sandler proposed that certain marginal scenes are burlesque variations 
on or “expansions” of the elements of a courtly calendar scene that appears earlier 
in the Psalter. “Reflections on the Construction of Hybrids in English Gothic 
Marginal Illustration”51 compares the method of construction of the “non‐
descript” monsters (those with no classical names) in certain English manuscripts in 
order to categorize them into six different types. In more recent articles devoted 
to the analysis of single manuscripts, such as “Pictorial and Verbal Play in the 
Margins,”52 Sandler has offered a variety of explanations for marginal imagery in 
particular contexts. In Stowe MS 49, a Legenda sanctorum copied around 1300 
in a monastic environment and filled with marginal sketches, Sandler found that 
only “a few of the marginalia … clearly respond to the meanings of words and 
phrases in the text … yet many of the marginal images make a kind of sense when 
they are considered as a group independent of the text.”53 In effect, the margins 
of this book of saints’ lives are the space into which the unsaintly – wayfarers, 
beggars, women, and people and creatures engaged in sexual activities prohibited 
to monks – is deliberately expelled and excluded by “depicting it with contemp-
tuous familiarity, and presenting it by turns as grotesquely funny, and disgustingly 
sinful.”54 The notion that marginal imagery should represent sin or behavior to 
be avoided is not new, but here it is explored in a specific manuscript context, not 
stated as a general rule.

Nigel Morgan studied a key witness in the history of the development of 
marginal imagery, the Rutland Psalter illuminated in England around 1260, 
one of the earliest manuscripts to present such fully elaborated border images.55 
Close comparison of technique, style, and choice of subjects for marginal figures 
allowed Morgan to distinguish personal preferences in the five different artists, 
and thus to define individual artistic subjectivity more precisely than had previ-
ously been done, as well as to demonstrate that the artists were not subject to 
the same regime, but free to differ in how and what they designed. For example, 
Morgan distinguished Artist A from Artist B in terms of the greater naturalism of 
the latter’s images:

Artist B … prefers genre subjects and clearly defined actions. Even in fantasy sub-
jects, the men, animals, and hybrids are involved in recognizable activities, and hold 
proper weapons, musical instruments, and other accessories. Artist A likes animals 
and birds as decorative features, but above all chooses pure fantasy subjects in which 
the action has little or no contact with reality.56

A series of tabular appendices presents each artist’s work for easier comparison. 
Yet verbal categorizations of the visual are not always entirely satisfactory. For 
example, the monkey riding an ostrich on the verso of one page is tilting toward 
the facing recto, toward the butt of a nude man, whose hand seems to want 
to shield the target (see fig.  16-2). In the table of Appendix B, devoted to 
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comparison of bas de page subjects by different artists, this double‐page spread 
is presented, with no acknowledgment of interaction, as two entirely separate 
images, both by Artist B, one a “fantasy subject” (“hybrid riding bird”) and the 
other a “genre scene” (“nude man with hand over posterior”).

After long ignoring manuscript contexts and giving visual images a wide berth 
as the subject matter of a different discipline, scholars of medieval vernacular 
literature began to try to understand marginal images as evidence of medieval 
reactions to or interpretations of texts, in short, as a kind of visual commentary. 
For example, in a 1985 essay on the image of women in manuscripts of trou-
badour verse, Angelica Rieger noted a coherent system of illustrative marginal 
drawings, keyed to the text by red marks, in one thirteenth‐century manuscript 
(Pierpont Morgan Library M. 819), where the metaphoric language of the poet 
concerning his experience of love is “transformed directly by the designer into a 
symbolic image.”57 Figures of speech prompt marginal figures. In a tabular annex, 
Rieger juxtaposed a brief description of each marginal image with a citation of the 

Figure 16-2  Double page view of Rutland Psalter. London: British Library, MS 62925, 
fols. 66v–67r. Source: London, British Library.
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lines of Occitan verse that evoked it. Sylvia Huot58 returned to the same manu-
script to try to explain why figurative language should be materialized in images 
this way; she suggested that the images might “help to fix the song in the mind of 
the reader by providing visual cues for key words and phrases,” but that they also 
serve as a “visual gloss” that “reflect[s] an impulse toward an allegorical reading 
of the songs.”59 In The Game of Love, I discussed evidence of historicizing as 
well as facetious interpretative traditions provided by the illuminations, especially 
the figures of initial letters, in thirteenth‐ and fourteenth‐century anthologies of 
troubadour verse, while Paula Gerson, in “Margins for Eros,” found that isolated 
words, phrases, or sentences from the text had suggested some of the whimsical 
marginal imagery of the early fourteenth‐century Book of Hours John Ruskin 
once owned (London, British Library Add. MS 36684).60

Suzanne Lewis explained some of the figures within initial letters, this time 
in a thirteenth‐century biblical text, as playful, punning interpretations of the 
adjacent words or phrases – such as the Latin noun for heaven (celo), which may 
be confounded with the Latin word for arrow or missile (telo) figured in images 
of shooting. She suggested that “rebus‐like images that pun visually on certain 
words or themes in the text” may serve as a mnemonic device,61 like the Cuer-
don Psalter’s initials (c.1270), as Mary Carruthers demonstrated.62 Until Lewis’s 
essay, the historiated initials of the Getty Apocalypse had “passed unnoticed,” all 
critical attention being focused on the framed miniatures illustrating the text and 
on the figure of St. John peering into the frames.

Exploration of the possible senses of the figures of initial letters in 
medieval manuscripts was long hampered by their marginalizing designation as 
“decoration.” It was not until the 1970s that figurative initial letters began to 
emerge as a subject for analysis, with Carl Nordenfalk’s catalog and classification 
of the earliest figural motifs, J.J.G. Alexander’s historical overview introducing 
an anthology of color plates, and Howard Helsinger’s revisionist essay, “Images 
on the Beatus Page.”63 Helsinger argued that, at least on the Beatus vir page 
of the Psalter, bas de page scenes of deer hunting, which appear from the late 
thirteenth century on, should not be taken as irrelevant genre scenes. Like 
other scenes of spiritual struggle against sin and the devil (for example, David 
overcoming Goliath or the lion), these deer hunts emerge from the initial B, 
and they retain an allegorical sense even when displaced to the margins. On the 
evidence provided by the twelfth‐century St. Albans Psalter, where a marginal 
commentary explains as a figure of spiritual struggle the two knights fighting 
on horseback in the upper margin of the Beatus page, Helsinger extended alle-
gorical significance to other profane scenes of struggle in the margins, such as 
jousts, on the Beatus pages of later Psalters. In a chapter entitled “Sacred Letters 
as Dangerous Letters and Reading as Struggle,” I treated the spiritual combat 
of monastic psalmody, but also the struggle to achieve spiritual understanding 
of the text (and to overcome the “killing letter” of literal understanding) 
represented in initials that embody or enclose struggle in Romanesque and early 
Gothic Psalters.64
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Conrad Rudolph provided a case study of figurative initials in their relation 
to the text of a single manuscript.65 Whereas these had been “traditionally inter-
preted as ornamental or generic because they were typically not seen as illustrating 
the text of the Moralia in Job,” Rudolph’s closer reading discovered that “virtually 
all the initials of the Cîteaux Moralia are related either to specific passages of the 
books that they head or to the general sense of one of the issues raised in those 
books, although sometimes in an idiosyncratic or seemingly arbitrary way.”66 
These initials represent spiritual struggle as Gregory conceived it in the adjacent 
text, which can be used to explain specific details of the initials.

Margins and Marginality

Written for a broad audience, Michael Camille’s Image on the Edge presented 
past and present research on marginal imagery, including Camille’s own eclectic 
approach, which took on a strong anthropological and sociological cast, with 
margins (or “edges” or “fringes”) interpreted as liminal social spaces.67 Like the 
earliest art historians, Camille discussed carved images as well as drawn and painted 
ones, the figurative margins of medieval buildings, furniture, and artifacts as well as 
the margins of medieval pages. Regardless of their different material supports, he 
grouped marginal images according to the different medieval “centers of power” 
for which they were produced: the monastery, the cathedral, the court, and the 
city. On the first page of his preface, Camille pointed out that he was not interested 
in exploring the general meaning of particular motifs (like Randall and others), but 
rather in “their function as part of the whole page, text, object or space in which 
they are anchored.” His reproductions are a model in this respect, often providing 
separate photos of the detail enlarged and the detail in its context, whether that 
be a full manuscript page, a double‐page spread (see fig. 16-2), a façade, or other 
architectural unit. In this way, Camille was able to demonstrate how marginal 
figures interact with other marginal figures on opposite or nearby pages, with 
other elements on the same page (large miniatures, the words or syllables of the 
text), or with other features of a sculptural program. Camille’s subsequent case 
study, Mirror in Parchment, carried to new limits cultural contextualization of the 
marginal imagery of a single manuscript, the Luttrell Psalter.68

Since the publication of Randall’s Images in the Margins of Gothic Manuscripts, 
marginal imagery in manuscripts has received more scholarly attention than 
“marginal” sculpture and has usually been treated separately. In a series of arti-
cles followed by a book, Nurith Kenaan‐Kedar returned to the subject of corbel 
sculptures.69 Her neo‐Bakhtinian interpretation of the carved animals, monsters, 
and humans (chiefly “people from the margins of society – jongleurs, acrobats, 
musicians, female drunkards, fools and beggars”) allowed for the possibility of 
different meanings for different audiences. To ecclesiastical patrons, “these dis-
torted figures could be understood as punished sinners, although their punish-
ment was expressed only metaphorically, implicit in the burdens they had to bear 
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[as architectural supports].”70 However, to the Romanesque artists who first cre-
ated these provocative, boldly expressive, unstylized images, they represented both 
a protest against and a deliberate transgression of the codes of “official culture.”71 
Since the late 1960s in the West, renewed interest in understanding the sense of 
medieval marginal images was part of a much broader interest in all aspects of mar-
ginality, and restoring significance to the marginal was a symbolic act.72

Science, Subjectivity, and the New Visibility

The collaborative volume Les Marges à drôleries des manuscrits gothiques 
(1250–1350), published in 2008 under the direction of Jean Wirth, was the first 
European book devoted entirely to the subject. An ambitious and polemical com-
parative study, it applies quantitative, statistical methods to analysis of a corpus 
of 80 manuscripts, mainly Latin devotional texts produced in northern France, 
Flanders, and England, selected subjectively for the “excellence” of their marginal 
imagery, which is abundantly reproduced in color, often at life‐size on a scale 
of 1:1. Wirth presents the intent and plan of the book as a return to the proper 
paths of art history after Anglophone scholars have digressed for three decades 
by focusing too much on interpretation and using the interpretative grids of  
postmodern theorists or of other disciplines:

If the deciphering of allusions  –  pious or satirical  –  has long detained us in this 
introduction, there can be no question of limiting research to this exercise. On the 
contrary, it should be noted that fixation on this problem has diverted too many 
researchers from the most fundamental requirements of art history. The first task is 
to retrace the formation of the genre, its evolution, and its decline …, to character-
ize its themes and note the appearance of new ones …, to analyze the iconographic 
and textual sources of this repertory …, the principle iconographic registers of the 
genre …, and [to study] those who commissioned and received these books in order 
to get closer to their personalities … for the purpose of answering, finally, the first 
question posed by everyone who discovers this repertory: how was it possible for a 
decor of this nature to invade books of devotion?73

In an article in 2003 and again in the first chapter of Les Marges à drôleries, Wirth 
laid down three rules intended to limit subjective interpretations and attributions of 
meaning to marginal imagery. He did this at a crucial time, when access to many 
illuminated manuscripts digitalized in their entirety was being opened up to every-
one on the planet, and when, as Wirth expressed it, a widespread “consumerist” 
orientation privileged the point of view of the individual spectator/interpreter and 
relativized meaning.74 Wirth’s methodological rules have a scientific ring to them 
in their insistence on recurrence and replication as indicators of objective truth: 
“don’t hypothesize an allusion unless it has some chance of being perceptible [to 
others]; the possibility of an allusion is inversely proportional to the frequency of 
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the iconographic motif and to that of the textual motif to which it is supposedly 
related; the meaning of a motif can be established only after examining its dif-
ferent occurrences.”75 Wirth himself, a few pages later, admitted the difficulty of 
applying these rules to Gothic marginal imagery because of its deliberate resort to 
nonsense and the disconcerting lack of consistency that constitutes its very sys-
tem.76 Nor did Wirth entirely divorce the meaning of marginal imagery from that 
of the text it surrounds, for he found parody and caricature of recurrent themes 
of the Psalter and Hours, especially as these were illustrated in historiated initials 
and miniatures depicting the life of David. Wirth suggested, for example, that the 
unequal combat between the young, slingshot‐wielding shepherd David and the 
fully armed, knightly‐looking giant Goliath, often pictured in or beneath the initial 
B opening the Psalter, stimulated “inexhaustible” marginal parodies of unequal 
combat in ever more incongruous encounters.77 In Wirth’s view, such playful odd-
ities in the margins of their devotional books helped those who could afford them, 
often noble women, to mitigate the boredom of reiterated Latin prayers78 – and 
also, one might add, to keep their eyes on their prayer books.

Statistical comparisons within and between manuscripts and the presentation 
of evidence in tabular form are prominent in the published versions of the disser-
tations of a new generation of scholars such as Elizabeth Moore Hunt, Veronika 
Sattler, and Domenic Leo.79 Aided by the ongoing work of Alison Stones and 
Kerstin Carlvant,80 they have concentrated on northern French and Flemish man-
uscripts, studying a clearly limited corpus or a single codex, analyzing iconograph-
ical motifs, centers of production, illuminators, and especially first owners, those 
who commissioned and received the particular work, whose tastes and values are 
reflected in the illuminations of its margins, conceived not only as mirrors, but 
also as frames or “interfaces.” Hunt, for example, limited her corpus to man-
uscripts illuminated between 1270 and 1310 in the dioceses of Thérouanne, 
Arras, and Tournai, and treated all types of texts illuminated in these areas that 
were given similar marginal treatments: Psalters and Hours, collections of canon 
law, Arthurian romances, encyclopedic works such as Brunetto Latini’s Trésor 
and Vincent of Beauvais’ Speculum majus. Even when a single, whole codex is 
the object of investigation, as is the case for Veronika Sattler and Domenic Leo, 
lengthy chapters and tabular annexes are devoted to analyses of its marginal imag-
ery. Sattler focused on the hybrid, “in between” nature of an innovative and 
understudied combined Psalter and Book of Hours illuminated in Arras before 
1250, a codex whose margins are rich in entertainers (contortionists, acrobats, 
jongleurs), burlesque combats, and heraldry that identifies its first owners as Jean 
de Neuville‐Vitasse and his wife Ghuiluys de Boisleux.81 The entire manuscript 
(M730) is available for viewing on the Pierpont Morgan Library’s website, as 
is true also for the manuscript (G24) of the vernacular romance, Les Voeux du 
paon, and its continuation, probably illuminated in Tournai around 1350, which 
Leo chose for his wide‐ranging case study. He included a central chapter on the 
manuscript’s marginal imagery82 as well as comparative tables based on and serv-
ing to contextualize key features of the iconographic repertory of its margins: 
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illustrations of proverbs and of obscenities or “arse‐generated humor.” These 
tables identify similar images from the thirteenth through the fifteenth centuries 
in the margins of other manuscripts of the Peacock cycle, but also in the margins 
of codices containing other, entirely different, vernacular or Latin texts, and even 
in the figurative margins of other material structures (chiefly the misericords of 
choir stalls).83 The expansion of tabular and statistical comparisons in current case 
studies on marginal imagery is a foretaste of the integrated digital databases that 
will no doubt follow in the coming years.

As the private property of the tiny medieval elite that could afford it, and later 
the property of libraries and museums whose mission was to preserve and protect 
it, marginal imagery in illuminated medieval manuscripts was for centuries nearly 
invisible to the general public. Art historians intent on restoring significance to 
the marginal were limited in the scope of their actions by the difficulty and cost 
of making medieval images visible in print. However, in the past few years, as 
libraries and museums put digitalized versions of entire illuminated manuscripts 
on websites, there has been an exponential increase in the visibility of marginal 
imagery. It has been given a special exhibit at a major museum and is even featured 
now as a favorite subject of curatorial blogs aimed at the general public.84 Making 
sense of medieval marginal imagery, in all its newly visible variety, is more of a 
challenge than ever.

Notes

1	 Thompson, “The Grotesque,” p. 309.
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54	 Ibid., p. 62.
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Definitions and Explanations 
of the Romanesque Style in 
Architecture from the 1960s 

to the Present Day
Eric Fernie

The early history of definitions of the Romanesque style in architecture has been 
recounted a number of times, most notably in the concise and authoritative anal-
ysis by Tina Waldeier Bizzarro of 1992.1 Arguably the two most important steps 
in this history were, first, in 1813, the adoption of the term Romanesque for 
architecture in Western Europe from the fourth century to the twelfth, and, sub-
sequently during the nineteenth century, the restriction of the label to the short 
Romanesque of the eleventh and twelfth centuries still current today.

Bizzarro takes the discussion briefly into the second half of the twentieth 
century. What follows here is therefore concerned with the 50 years or so to the 
present day.2 The authors of the works consulted (in the order of their publica-
tion) are Howard Saalman, Kenneth Conant, Roberto Salvini, Hans Kubach, 
Edson Armi, Engelbert ter Kuile, Richard Gem, John Onians, Eliane Vergnolle, 
Roger Stalley, Jean‐Pierre Caillet, Klára Benešovska (with Tomáš Durdík and 
Zdeneǩ Dragoun), Marvin Trachtenberg, Andreas Hartmann‐Virnich, Xavier 
Barral i Altet, Linda Seidel, Willibald Sauerländer, Janice Mann, Arturo Quinta-
valle, and John McNeill.

Two questions are discussed, namely how the style is defined, and how it is 
explained, acknowledging that there is a substantial overlap between the two.
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Definitions

In characterizing the style Saalman describes its main characteristics, as exemplified 
in Normandy in the eleventh century, as “clarity, simplicity, and forcefulness …  
bay division by engaged column shafts rising from the ground to an open roof …; 
and clear demarcation of parts.” He adds that this is an architecture “con-
ceived in clearly articulated layers of functioning masonry and space,” and the 
meaning of the whole, “composed of distinct, schematically related parts, was to 
become comprehensible at a glance …” The diaphragm arch, engaged shafts, and 
alternating supports are “key features of Romanesque spatial organization…”3 
Conant calls it a “well‐knit, fully articulated style,” “with bold massing and artic-
ulation of relatively simple shapes …,” while the “creation of such a remarkable 
feature as the apse, ambulatory, and radiating chapels is a sign of maturity in the 
experimental French Carolingian Romanesque. This achievement marks a stage 
in our exposition; it is a landmark on the road to the mature Romanesque style.”4 
Salvini argues that Ottonian buildings offer “just the contrary of what always 
happens in Romanesque architecture where structural functions and contrasts are 
enhanced, and where plastically moulded capitals seem to take the pressure of 
superimposed arches, walls and vaults.”5

For Kubach “there are certainly Romanesque buildings that outdo their Caro-
lingian predecessors in the number of their spatial divisions, but at the same time 
they obviously strive to be clear and ‘readable.’” He stresses the importance of 
basilicas with piers for the development of the style, and notes that “the mature 
phase of the Romanesque then proceeded to treat the wall as a plastic, sculptural 
mass to be shaped and modelled both inside and out.”6

Armi sets out the main sources of Burgundian Romanesque architecture as 
follows: “Northern articulation provided the means to separate the parts of the 
nave into stories, bases, columns, capitals, and into precise and limited orders, yet 
it lacked the vertical connections necessary to bring the piers and vaults together. 
Southern articulation supplied an abundance of vertical connections, but it lacked 
separate stories and clearly separate articulating members. Together, like concave 
and convex pieces, the two systems complemented one another and provided 
the means to vertically integrate the nave into clear and distinguishable parts.”7 
For ter Kuile “Romanesque builders were able to see and develop a building as a 
spatial and plastic unity more so than ever previously.” Their spatial compositions 
are characterized by “subordination and coordination.”8 Gem analyses the style 
in terms of forms such as the half‐shaft, the compound pier, the bay (stressing the 
plasticity of the walls resulting from these features), new types of vaults and the east 
ends of churches.9 Vergnolle observes that the style in France is marked by “the 
compound pier and the bay …, new types of chevet and the development of the 
vault.”10 That the relevant features are a response to the requirements of aesthetic 
design rather than practical, structural need is underlined by Benešovska, Durdík, 
and Dragoun when they say that “Paradoxically, the creation of rhythm by means 
of the vertical segmentation of walls, creating the typical regular sequence of fields 
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of cross‐rib‐vault, was first tried out in flat‐roofed churches, with exposed rafters …”11 
Hartmann‐Virnich proposes that “in almost all variations of high Romanesque 
architecture, the combination of wall, support, top closure and exposure to light 
is a general architectural design principle beyond structural considerations. Blind 
arcades on supports and wall surfaces divide the space into bays and storeys, the 
related and separated parts amalgamating in a way which is expressed on both 
the interior and the exterior. Choir layouts, western constructions and tower 
positions stress hierarchically graded architectural volumes.”12

Some writers distance themselves slightly from this definition. Thus Vergnolle 
says that “No single model, no single rule, ever seems adequate to prevail as a 
unanimously accepted reference. Some of the challenges of studying Romanesque 
architecture, today as in the past, are created by its astonishing diversity,” and 
Benešovska, Durdík, and Dragoun (though they are referring to all the arts and 
not only architecture) argue that, given the extent of the style through western 
Europe, “it is rather misleading to use the single term ‘Romanesque’ to define the 
character of the arts over so large and diverse an area of Europe, but it has become 
common currency, and we shall use it for convention’s sake.”13

There are two radical interventions, by Seidel and Quintavalle. Seidel observes 
that the standard definition does not at all describe the character of the carved 
imagery on Romanesque buildings.14 This is a real problem. Sauerländer, for 
example, notes that “The difficulty and the confusion began when this catchword 
[Romanesque] was transferred from architecture to the other arts …”15 Seidel 
therefore proposes that the meaning of the English word “Romanesque” and the 
French roman (as, for example, defined above) should be dropped and the French 
meaning of romanesque, which is “romantic,” adopted instead.

There is, however, a major difficulty: while the English word Romanesque may 
not be accurate for the carved imagery, the French romanesque is even more inac-
curate for the architecture. This can be illustrated by the response of Anne‐Marie 
du Boccage, a French visitor to Windsor in about 1750. In what Bizzarro calls “a 
precocious use of the term ‘romanesque’ with reference to medieval architecture” 
and “the earliest application of the term to building so far discussed,” du Boccage 
describes St. George’s Chapel in the castle as romanesque, conjuring up the rich 
tapestry of chivalric life. The building is a masterpiece of fifteenth‐century Gothic 
architecture, making it difficult if not impossible to see how it could belong in 
the same stylistic category as buildings of what is currently called the Romanesque 
style. Bizzarro makes it clear that there is not a problem in accepting du Boccage’s 
words as applying to both the chivalric pageantry and the building.16 Although 
Seidel’s proposal therefore creates as many difficulties as it solves, the problem she 
has confronted concerning the imagery remains, and awaits a solution.

Quintavalle provides an equally radical theory, which removes the term Roman-
esque from its architectural context and applies it to the policies of the Gregorian 
reform movement in the late eleventh century.17 He defines it as “a language that 
would never have been born were it not for the will of the many popes,” adding 
that it “was not by chance that the origins of the Romanesque coincide with the 
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Gregorian Reform.” He calls it “an extremely learned art” dependent on “a unitary 
programme, that of the Church of Rome,” and specifically rejects the older 
architectural definitions of the Romanesque, particularly those associated with 
vaults and transepts. He presents a complex, wide‐ranging, and convincing case 
concerning the characteristics and sources of the images and buildings associated 
with the reform, but it is not clear why “Romanesque,” with its longstanding 
definition in terms of architecture, needs to be appropriated to provide a name 
exclusively for what Quintavalle has identified.

Explanations

If the views on the definition of the style (with the exception of those of Seidel 
and Quintavalle) could be said to approach something like agreement, those 
concerning explanations are by contrast varied, with answers invoking not only 
social structures, but patrons, masons, and sources as well (the four categories 
often and understandably being treated in very interrelated ways).

Social Structures

Saalman explains the style as a reflection of contemporary social structures: “The 
meaning of the whole, composed of distinct, schematically related parts, was 
to become comprehensible at a glance, reflecting the essentially simple social, 
political and ideological order of feudal Europe.”18 Similarly, for Barral i Altet, 
“during the Romanesque era, the Church was associated with a feudal world view 
and that is expressed in the works, providing us with the key elements of the 
Romanesque way of thinking.”19

Feudalism also relates to the most commonly cited reason for local diversity 
in this architecture, namely, as expressed by Stalley, the political fragmentation 
following the break‐up of the Carolingian Empire and the Viking, Hungarian, 
and Arab attacks, leading to power being exercised at a local level. “Regional 
variations in architecture, it might be supposed, were merely a reflection of these 
political and cultural distinctions.” In support of this view Stalley calls attention 
to the smaller number of regional variations in Germany, where emperors had 
more authority over the principalities, while in Normandy there was a particu-
larly close association between architecture and politics. In other areas the link 
between architectural and political boundaries was less exact, as for example in 
the duchy of Aquitaine.20 Similarly, Sauerländer notes that the regional diversity 
of Romanesque art “corresponds to the political and economic particularism of 
the period.”21

Kubach rejects this theory in the strongest possible terms: the areas of archi-
tectural groups are “by no means identical with the [political] territories, and, 
furthermore, display interrelationships on a higher level which have no parallel 
whatsoever with any ecclesiastical or civil entities to be found on the map.”22 
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Unless one places “identical” at the forefront of the statement, it is hard to square 
this view with the evidence of the buildings and their regional groupings, those 
such as France north of the Loire, the German empire, and Lombardy, and the 
meaning of “a higher level” is unclear.

Another social structure relevant to the Romanesque style is that of the church. 
As Stalley puts it, after commenting on the introduction of Christianity into 
different parts of western Europe, the “distribution of Romanesque architecture 
mirrors in quite a precise way this expansion of Latin Christendom.”23 The 
Romanesque is indeed the style of the Latin Church in the eleventh and early 
twelfth centuries, with exceptions in any numbers largely restricted to central and 
southern Italy, and the absence, with very few exceptions, of buildings in the style 
beyond the territories of the church.

Patrons

Although acts of patronage are obviously shaped by social forces, they are worth 
considering separately because they are more specific. Mann provides an instance 
with her explanation of the adoption of Romanesque forms in the context of 
the Iberian Peninsula. She argues that this was the result of Christians, from 
c.1000 on, taking territory back from the Muslims and making their power visible 
through monumental buildings of the new kind, which evoked the common 
Roman heritage that the region shared with the rest of Christendom.24 Mann 
notes that American art historical scholarship on medieval Spain has, since 1990, 
increased interest in contextual issues, including the diversity of social and political 
contexts such as patronage, and decreased reliance on standard taxonomies. 
“The buildings in effect embodied the spiritual power that supported the 
Christians’ military force and the righteousness of their hegemonic ambitions.”25 
The churches commissioned by Sancho el Mayor of Navarre in the early eleventh 
century were a pastiche of old and new, and not straightforwardly Romanesque. 
Those who followed him, however, who were mostly women, were patrons of 
buildings with all the elements which “made them part of a pan‐European cultural 
matrix: the Romanesque.”26

Onians, in his book on the symbolism of columns, provides an unusual explana-
tion for the origins of the style, in the form of a textual reference.27 He notes that, in 
the tenth and eleventh centuries, builders increasingly used the “new architecture 
of massive piers,” as at Speyer. This could be explained by a combination of an 
interest in Roman forms and structural needs, but, Onians asks, since many of 
the buildings have no vaults, why was there a wish to copy Roman piers? He calls 
attention to a reference in the encyclopaedia of Hrabanus Maurus, written in the 
840 s, where Maurus identifies strength as “the most important property of the 
column,” something which could have led builders to prefer the pier. Onians 
adds that the distinction between the terms for column and pier became clearer in 
the second half of the eleventh century, as at Saint‐Trond, where Abbot Adelhard is 
reported as “throwing down the extremely strong piers [eversis fortissimis pilariis]” 
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and putting up in their place “columns which were impressive to look at [spect-
abilibus columpnis].” Onians attributes the change to the builders, but a written 
source is more likely to have been introduced by the patrons, though of course in 
conjunction with the masons involved.

Masons

Vergnolle underlines the high and improving quality of the mason’s craft and by 
implication its part in the formation of the style: the “working of stone and wood 
was facilitated by the constant progress of metallurgy”; the developments of the 
second half of the eleventh century were accompanied by “a transformation in the 
shaping of stone, which becomes more delicate than before, undoubtedly thanks 
to the use of better‐tempered tools, which were both sharper and more resistant 
to wear”; and “the constant perfecting of stone‐cutting and modes of installation 
provided a noteworthy conduit.”28 I have set out a possible connection between 
the mason’s craft and the style as follows: “While high‐quality masonry was pro-
duced throughout the poorer centuries [c.450–750], it was largely restricted to 
the dressing of corners, whereas once the working of stone had been established 
on a new scale [in the Carolingian period] it became easier to build whole walls of 
a regular character. Features like pilasters would have underlined the regularity by 
subdividing and paralleling the wall, with their corners expressing the exactness of 
the cutting. In other words the masons’ concentration on clarity and articulation, 
the chief characteristics of the Romanesque style, could have been strengthened 
if not caused by the opportunities offered by improvements in quarrying in the 
Carolingian economic revolution.”29

Hartmann‐Virnich links patrons with masons in explaining the style: “The 
repetition of characteristic forms, which lead to the development of regional, 
interregional and even order‐specific versions of the Romanesque, shows that 
clients, just like builders, could rely on a widely known and acknowledged 
repertoire of established forms, techniques and design elements. While these 
lack a ‘system,’ as has been claimed for the later Gothic, the varied and versa-
tile Romanesque forms are certainly to be understood as manifestations of a 
common architectural style.”30

Then there is the tendency for masons (presumably with the approval of patrons) 
to make styles more complex over time, whatever the social contexts. As I have 
expressed it, changes from simple to complex “imply no mystical ‘life’ of forms, 
but rather the psychology of use and enjoyment, of boredom and invention.”31

Sources

For ter Kuile, “that Romanesque architecture is based on Roman architecture 
is beyond argument, however this does not mean that it misses the power 
to form its own character and develop new visions.”32 Stalley argues that, 
although Romanesque masons took much of their architectural vocabulary 
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from Antiquity, they deployed it in an unclassical way. “Thus the Romanesque 
style did not constitute a renaissance of Rome: it was a new style created out 
of a vocabulary inherited from the past,” and masons displayed little interest in 
the principles of classical architecture. Some methods, including proportional 
systems and the construction of smaller vaults, survived unbroken, but much 
had to be re‐learnt.33

McNeill presents the documentary and physical evidence for patrons and 
masons using Roman elements not only because they found them interesting and 
attractive, but because they called to mind that imperial past: allusions to Rome 
“are for the most part locally accented, and may be as aesthetic in their motivation 
as they are ideologically explicit, but they are persistent and geographically wide‐
ranging. It is here that eleventh‐ and twelfth‐century buildings differ from those 
of the fourteenth century, and this that underpins the term Romanesque.”34 
In discussing sources Vergnolle introduces a different aspect: “In France there 
exists constant tension between the two points of view: move forward or look 
back. The first pushes towards experimentation and new solutions, the second 
channels a respect for the past.”35

Caillet presents the case for the old 900‐year Romanesque, questioning the 
degree of change around 1000, and similarly for Trachtenberg the early nineteenth‐
century definition of Romanesque as Roman‐esque “provides a more accurate take 
on the period it denotes than all the later academic analysis in terms of square 
schematicism, bay systems, radiating chapels, and the like …”36

Given all of the preceding (with the exception of the arguments of Caillet and 
Trachtenberg), it seems likely that the best explanation for the emergence of the 
short Romanesque style from the ninth century to the eleventh includes elements 
of all four of the categories discussed, perhaps with the masons as the most 
important, working on a reciprocal basis with the patrons and in the context of 
the relevant social structures and sources.

Conclusion

Bizzarro concludes her book with the following words: “A phenomenological 
historian of art assumes an ideal Romanesque or Gothic style, laid up, like 
Plato’s forms in heaven that we can begin to recognize once named. This places 
the cart before the horse. Rather, the name we give a style is arbitrary and 
forms part of a conceptualization; it then determines the course of the working 
out of that conception, which is always abstract and arbitrary … The present 
study seeks to warn, then, against a notion, like Frankl’s, of fundamental or 
quintessential style, which just gets poorly interpreted until the truth emerges. 
Our scholarship, like that of the authors mentioned herein, is for a particular 
audience …”

It is heartening to note that this essential warning does not apply to any of the 
passages cited in this chapter.37
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Notes

1	 Bizzarro, Romanesque Architectural Criticism.
2	 The chapter I contributed to the first edition of the Companion formed the basis of 

an extended account in my book of 2014 on Romanesque architecture. The editor 
and I consequently agreed that there was no point in reprinting that essay, and that I 
should substitute a chapter more directly to do with the historiography of the archi-
tectural style. One of the problems of treating contemporary historiography is that it 
is difficult to avoid taking part in the controversies.

3	 Saalman, European Architecture 600–1200, pp. 28–30, 33, and 39.
4	 Conant, Carolingian and Romanesque Architecture, pp. 32, 239, and 68.
5	 Salvini, “Pre‐Romanesque, Ottonian and Romanesque,” p. 18.
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7	 Armi, “Orders and Continuous Orders,” pp. 184–185.
8	 ter Kuile, Romaanse Kerkbouwkunst, p. 11.
9	 Gem, “L’Architecture pre‐romane et romane en Angleterre.”
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11	 Benešovska, Durdík, Dragoun, Architecture of the Romanesque, p. 21.
12	 Hartmann‐Virnich, Was ist Romanik?, p. 262.
13	 Vergnolle, L’Art roman en France, p. 9; Benešovska, Durdík, Dragoun, Architecture 

of the Romanesque, p. 8.
14	 Seidel, “Rethinking ‘Romanesque.’”
15	 Sauerländer, “Romanesque Art 2000,” p. 46. Focillon, Romanesque Art, p. 4, 

acknowledges that the sculpture can appear as work of “pure fantasy and caprice,” 
and Schapiro, “On the Aesthetic Attitude,” p. 133, refers to “that exuberant fantasy 
which delights us in Romanesque art.”

16	 Bizzarro, Romanesque Architectural Criticism, pp. 96–97.
17	 Quintavalle, “The Gregorian Reform,” pp. 220, 230–231.
18	 Saalman, European Architecture 600–1200, p. 30.
19	 Barral i Altet, Contre, p. 310.
20	 Stalley, Early Medieval Architecture, pp. 225–227.
21	 Sauerländer, “Romanesque Art 2000,” p. 51.
22	 Kubach, Romanesque Architecture, p. 10.
23	 Stalley, Early Medieval Architecture, p. 215.
24	 Mann, Romanesque Architecture, pp. 3 and 99.
25	 Mann, Romanesque Architecture, 44; Mann cites Jerrilyn Dodds’s study of 1989 as a 

leading example of the new approach.
26	 Mann, Romanesque Architecture, pp. 4, 74, 79, and 95.
27	 Onians, Bearers of Meaning, pp. 85–86.
28	 Vergnolle, L’Art roman en France, pp. 10, 34, and 146.
29	 Fernie, “Romanesque Architecture,” pp. 299–301.
30	 Hartmann‐Virnich, Was ist Romanik?, p. 262.
31	 Fernie “Romanesque Architecture,” p. 296.
32	 ter Kuile, Romaanse Kerkbouwkunst, p. 11.
33	 Stalley, Early Medieval Architecture, p. 235.
34	 McNeill, “Veteres statuas emit Rome,” pp. 16–17.
35	 Vergnolle, L’Art roman en France, p. 35.
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36	 Caillet, “Le mythe du renouveau”; Trachtenberg, “Desedimenting Time,” p. 13.
37	 Bizzarro, Romanesque Architectural Criticism, p. 160. Mario Denti, “Art ‘romain’ et 

art ‘roman,’” offers a similar criticism to that of Bizzarro, though in distinctly more 
convinced terms: “Dans cette direction, il sera en effet possible de remarquer 
la perpétuation d’une attitude heuristique finissant par superposer de façon inerti-
elle, à un monde antique qui se présentait, aux yeux des hommes des XIe et XIIe 
siècles, de façon fragmentaire et articulée – car, comme on le verra, il s’agissait d’un 
organisme en soi déjà fragmenté et articulé – une vision unitaire et homogénéisante 
de l’Antiquité: une vision qui est. par conséquent appelée, in toto, ‘classique’, et 
qui se révèle le fruit de notre interprétation moderne, et non, très probablement, 
de leur façon de l’observer. Si nous pouvons aujourd’hui nous poser cette question, 
c’est. parce que nous avons actuellement rejoint la conscience que le modèle pré-
tendu – l’obsession même – de la culture romane, l’art romain, ne peut plus être vu 
comme un organisme unitaire et homogène, mais comme un phénomène décliné 
au pluriel: une expérience historique caractérisée par une trajectoire non unidirec-
tionnelle mais, au contraire, polymorphique, dans l’espace comme dans le temps, 
qui s’est. révélée pluristratifiée et pluri‐centrique. Paradoxalement, en ce sens, un 
seul ‘art romain’, une Antiquité classique, en réalité, n’ont jamais existé. Par con-
séquent – dans cette perspective – pouvons‐nous également continuer à employer 
le terme d”art roman’ dans l’acceptation actuelle?” (p. 32); “Art ‘roman’ et art 
‘romain’: deux mythes historiographiques? … Deux expériences historiques gran-
dioses et glorieuses, et en même temps extrêmement fragiles” (p. 42).

Denti’s denunciation of treating concepts such as Roman and Romanesque 
as if they were unitary, homogenized, and unidirectional, while correct, may be 
unnecessary, as once again none of the passages cited here appears to fall into the 
trap, something which may have been more common in and before the 1960s. For 
examples from that decade of styles treated as organisms see Fernie, Romanesque 
Architecture, p. 244.
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Romanesque Sculpture 
in Northern Europe

Colum Hourihane

The most useful historiographical studies for Romanesque sculpture up to the 
early nineteenth century, at which stage the study of sculpture starts to separates 
from architecture, are those which are specifically focused on the architecture of 
the period.1

Without doubt, the most comprehensive such work is by Bizzarro, which looks 
specifically at the formative centuries in France and England.2 Frankl, on the other 
hand, deals mainly with the medieval appreciation of the style and also provides 
a general background.3 When it comes to looking at Romanesque sculpture, the 
most valuable study has to be the annotated bibliography on French Romanesque 
sculpture by Lyman, which parallels that of Glass for Italy.4 A short but good 
introduction on the historiography of this subject especially for the appreciation 
of the style in the United States is given in Cahn and Seidel,5 while an interesting 
essay by Forsyth6 outlines a number of recent trends, developments, and issues in 
the historiography of French Romanesque sculpture and that of cloister studies 
in particular.7 A good survey of recent trends and future directions is given in 
Maxwell and Ambrose and in particular in the essays by Thomas Dale and John 
Williams.8

If France has not fared well, the subject has been almost entirely neglected in 
neighboring Germany. This is not unique in that little historiographical research 
has been undertaken there and certainly not by German scholars. What has been 
undertaken is by American scholars, and deals with German contributions to the 
development of style or research in countries other than their own. One such 
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work, which has tangential bearing on Romanesque sculpture, is by Brush, who 
has written on the contributions of Vöge and Goldschmidt against a general 
historiographic background of their period.9

Apart from Bizzarro, Cocke is one of the few scholars to have dealt with the 
subject in England. He has documented its historical development and Kahn has 
extended his work into the modern and more theoretical period.10 Apart from 
these three countries, historiographic studies of Romanesque sculpture remain 
almost totally neglected in Austria, Ireland, the Low Countries, and Scandinavia 
apart from some general asides.11

Up to the start of the twentieth century Romanesque sculpture was primarily stud-
ied in terms of its architectural associations and was never treated as a separate entity. 
It is true that most Romanesque sculpture is indeed architectural12 and as such has 
always played a secondary position to its context.13 Unlike Gothic sculpture, which 
in many ways came to assume an equal role with the architecture of the period, that 
of the Romanesque period never received the same universal acclaim.14

Romanesque sculpture was never seen as a distinct style in itself but rather as 
a formative phase in the development of the Gothic. The taste for Romanesque 
sculpture, it is claimed, has to be acquired –  it is a style that cannot be easily 
understood and the viewer does not immediately relate to it (fig.  18-1). It is 

Figure 18-1  Tympanum showing Christ and the Four Beasts surrounded by fantastic 
animals and grotesques above the lintel with the 12 apostles, Rochester Cathedral, 
c.1160. Source: photo © by Colum Hourihane.
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easy to see how this style, with its elements of stylization and distance from the 
classicizing beauty of what preceded and followed it, could be described as 
“barbarous” and “unfinished.”15 It is not a style that is easily understood because 
of its break with the traditional canons of representation and this has also acted 
against its wider acceptance (fig. 18-2).

Romanesque sculpture was viewed as being less forceful and lacking any redeem-
ing features – its emphasis on capital sculpture, tympana, and absence of portal 
figures, archivolts, or large iconographic programs meant that it was relegated to 
a secondary role in the early phases of art history.16 In terms of production, its 
relatively short history of approximately two centuries, uneven distribution, and 
lack of documentary material did not give it popular standing.

Scholars of this style would be amazed to see the difficult history that it has 
undergone to gain the recognition that it presently has. It does not, as a general 
rule, appeal to the mass audience – unlike the Gothic. There are few surviving 

Figure 18-2  The prophet Jeremiah showing the stylization characteristic of much 
French Romanesque sculpture, porch trumeau, Church of St. Pierre, Moissac, c.1115–1131. 
Source: photo © by Colum Hourihane.
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sculptural programs that match the importance of Moissac, Vézelay, or Autun and 
more often than not its appreciation is dependent on isolated fragments or small 
buildings in remote locations (fig. 18-3). Much of what survives is still in situ and 
it is not well represented in museum collections. On the other hand, it should be 
said that some more recent large‐scale exhibitions and effective museum displays 
are adding to its popular profile.17

The historiography of Northern Romanesque sculpture is essentially that of 
France, Germany, and England18 with a focus on stone rather than the many fine 
wooden carvings which have only recently entered the mainstream of scholarly 
study. Different chronological phases have been proposed (not all of which focus 
on art), but which usually divide the period into three. This chapter will propose 
yet another refinement – this time historiographic, and attempt to merge some of 
the overlap between existing proposals. Proposals such as those by Mortenson19 
(for Latin historiography from 1500 to the present) and Lyman (the historiogra-
phy of Romanesque French sculpture from 1700 to the present) stress the gradual 
process of refinement and definition. Understandably, my historiographical analysis 
is based on what has been published, and attempts to take into consideration 
trends and changes in scholarship.

The four phases are:

1	 The Age of the Antiquarian (the Renaissance to 1820)
2	 The Age of Structure (1820–1900)
3	 The Age of Theory (1900–1945)
4	 The Age of Modernism (1945–present)

All are dominated by the influence of major scholars such as Evans, Focillon, 
Kingsley Porter, Mâle, Montfaucon, and Schapiro, to name just a few, and each 

Figure 18-3  The Last Judgment, attributed to Giselbertus, tympanum, Cathedral of 
St. Lazare, Autun, c.1120–1135. Source: photo © by Jane Vadnal.



	R o m a n e s qu e  Sc  u l p t u r e  i n   N o rt h e r n  E u ro p e 	 421

phase has its own characteristics, which in many cases were instigated by 
such figures. The first phase was the age of the antiquarian  –  or to use 
Lyman’s terminology, “The Age of Documentation.” At this stage, all medi-
eval architecture and sculpture had been undefined in terms of style, period, or 
region; this would only begin to happen with the amassing of a substantial corpus 
of material. It also has to be remembered that the whole concept of style, and 
indeed its use as a term of definition, did not start until the Renaissance. Most 
of the work undertaken in this phase was by archeologist‐antiquarians who were 
driven mainly by nationalistic ideals to define not only the history of the Middle 
Ages but also to document their own cultural background and to achieve artis-
tic superiority. The second phase is marked by a more structured approach to 
documentation with the creation of a nomenclature. It is heralded by the actual 
definition of the stylistic term “Romanesque” and has been seen as marking the 
independence of this period from the Gothic and the gradual separation of sculp-
tural from architectural studies. This was also the period in which art history 
developed as a formal discipline and the whole field of medieval studies opened 
up on an unparalleled scale. It was soon followed by the most crucial of all four 
phases, characterized by some of the most innovative ideas and thinkers of the 
entire period, whose work was fortunately based on an understanding and appre-
ciation of Romanesque sculpture. This phase is marked by iconographical studies 
with a strong background in Christian values and nationalism and an opening up 
of the field to international scholarship. It is claimed that this phase was “marked 
by hermeneutics and an interest in the history of ideas.” It is difficult to characterize 
the fourth and final phase, as we are still in the middle of it. Some old issues have 
been re‐evaluated, some new ideas proposed, some aspects of previous scholar-
ship have fallen by the wayside, and the work goes on. In a recent and insightful 
paper, Willibald Sauerländer discussed the general field of Romanesque studies 
and highlighted some neglected areas deserving of future scholarship.20

In many ways the backdrop to these four phases has been a series of 
political, ideological, and nationalistic factors, which have strongly influenced 
its development. Its historiography has evolved in terms of a few specific major 
themes, including a search for its origins, a need to apply a dating structure, and 
the more recent socio‐cultural analysis of sculpture. In between these two bookends 
lie a number of paths which scholarship has taken and which include categorization, 
cataloguing, chronology, political influences, religious iconography, reception, 
and the role of the artist, all of which will be discussed below.

Phase I, the Age of the Antiquarian

We know very little of how the medieval mind actually viewed their art forms,21 
and it is clear that many of the comments that survive deal with architecture rather 
than sculpture.22 The art and architecture of the Romanesque period was clearly 
recognized as being different from the Gothic before the end of the Middle Ages.23 
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These comments have been described by Frankl and van der Grinten, who have 
used such terms as opus francigenum, opus arcatum, and opera romano to describe 
Romanesque architecture.24 By the end of the Middle Ages, however, the past 
centuries could be viewed more objectively and it was at the start of the sixteenth 
century that the whole concept of a medium aevum or Middle Ages was first 
defined and with that the first chronological and stylistic breakdown of the pre-
ceding centuries. It was also at this time that the term “Gothic” was first used to 
describe the sculpture, but principally the architecture, from Late Antiquity to the 
Renaissance.25 Romanesque sculpture was not to be defined for at least a further 
300 years.26

In the post‐medieval period, the historiography of Romanesque sculpture is 
largely given over to antiquarian studies. Problems of terminology and classification 
were being tackled, and although some of these studies illustrate sculptural ele-
ments it is always in secondary positions. Typical of such scholarship is the work 
of John Aubrey (1626–1697) who is generally credited as the first cataloger of the 
Romanesque in England. His asides are few and unillustrated, and are included in 
his pioneering study Monumenta Britannica, a work largely documenting Roman 
rather than Romanesque antiquities. Another whose research attempted to define 
and catalog English Romanesque was William Wilkins the Elder (1778–1839), 
whose studies separated the early Romanesque or Saxon from the later architecture 
of the period then referred to as Norman. Implicit in his division, which has lasted 
to the present, albeit with a different emphasis nowadays, is a stylistic development 
and elaboration. His work on Norwich Castle (1795)27 sheds considerable light on 
all the architectural components of the building and on its stylistic development 
and was to provide a base line for other studies (fig. 18-4).

These studies – whether in England, France, or Germany – are largely concerned 
with documentation rather than analysis of style or form, but they attempted to 
be as scientific as possible. Where any analysis takes place, it varies from a general 
appreciation of the style to the more commonly found criticism of it as a debased 
version of a Roman original. One critic who was not afraid to voice a positive 
opinion on Romanesque sculpture was Roger North (1653–1734) who wrote 
c.1698 about Durham and Gloucester Cathedrals as well as Norwich Castle and, 
indeed, of Romanesque architecture in general that it “hath a strength and 
reasonableness beyond the other [Gothic].”28

In France of the same period a number of scholars were attempting to 
document architecture and to record and disentangle different schools and styles. 
Here, as elsewhere, the historiography of medieval art takes on a strongly nation-
alistic bias, which was to develop even further throughout the century. French29 
antiquarian studies begin not with sculpture but with painting30 and were soon 
followed with the establishment of formal bodies to promote and document the 
arts. Typical of these is the founding in 1648 of the Académie Royale de Pein-
ture et de Sculpture, from which most of the principal art historical works in 
France were to emanate.31 One scholar whose work stands out in this period is 
Dom Bernard de Montfaucon, whose two main works – L’Antiquité expliquée et 



Figure 18-4  Bigods Tower, Norwich Castle, 1795. Studies such as this by William 
Wilkins on Norwich Castle, with their focus on architecture, are typical of eighteenth‐
century antiquarian research. Source: From Wilkins, “An Essay Towards an History of 
the Venta Icenorum of the Romans and of Norwich Castle,” plate XXVI, p. 154.
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représentée en Figures (1721–1722) and Les Monumens de la monarchie françoise 
(1729–1733) – were to provide one of the first illustrated histories of French art. 
Contemporaries such as Blondel (1705–1774) and Ducarel (1713–1785) were 
to provide a platform for future cataloguing and documentation and it was also 
at this time that the trend for non‐nationals to study the art of other countries 
started, with Cotman and Ducarel being amongst the first.

If England and France had their topographical and antiquarian studies, art 
history as a formal discipline was to develop in leaps and bounds in Germany of the 
mid‐eighteenth century, thanks to the studies and influence of Johann Joachim 
Winckelmann (1717–1768), the father of art history. Winckelmann was to move 
beyond his contemporaries’ “mere narratives of the chronology and alterations”32 
into formulating a systematic analysis of the history of art history. His influence 
was to pave the way for future work in this whole field, especially iconography and 
the evolution of style and his avoidance of the role of artist or maker, which was 
to shape the work of numerous scholars in the following centuries particularly in 
the field of Romanesque sculpture. Romanesque sculpture or architecture failed 
to capture the imagination of Goethe, all of whose writings stress the verticality 
and uniqueness of the Gothic style in what he mistakenly believed was a manifes-
tation of German creativity.

Phase II, the Age of Structure

There has been much dispute as to who first coined the term Romanesque, but it 
is now accepted that it was William Gunn (1750–1841), an English parson, who 
first published this term in 1819.33 At around the same time, the term romane was 
coined and promoted to describe the same period in France, and it was not long 
after that the term romanische was used in Germany.34 With a stylistic definition 
in place, the boundaries of this style expanded beyond national borders and its 
acceptance seemed to be ensured. Bizzarro has written of her belief that the appli-
cation of such a term to the architecture of this period was its saving point. The 
separation of Romanesque from Gothic – and it has to be remembered that the 
former was initially applied only to the architecture of the period – was certainly a 
major advantage, but it was not to herald the instant acceptance of arts other than 
architecture at this time.

For most of the nineteenth century, the study of Romanesque sculpture was still 
largely neglected when it is compared to that of the thirteenth century. Roman-
esque sculpture in particular was rejected because of the overriding acceptance 
that Classicism was the ideal and that the sculpture of the eleventh and twelfth 
centuries was the antithesis of this. Viollet‐le‐Duc was typical in his rejection of 
Romanesque over Gothic. For him the former was based on Roman models – the 
art of oppression – and was the work of the monk.35 On the other hand, it has to 
be acknowledged that this style was promoted thanks to the simmering belief that 
all French art was good and representative of the genius of that country.
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The political struggles in the first three decades of the nineteenth century 
highlighted many studies which now became even more Franco‐centric. The 
interest in the art of the medieval period in Germany coincided with the same 
development in France and has been seen as growing out of the strong nationalist 
movement, which led to the foundation of the German Empire in 1871. Three 
national schools were defined, centering on Saxony, the Lower Rhineland, and 
the South, including Switzerland and Austria. Classical art belonged to Greece 
and Rome, and the Renaissance had its birth in the south, but early medieval art 
and that of the Romanesque period in particular was believed to have had its 
origins in the Holy Roman Empire.

Scholarly research into Romanesque art in Germany and France in the late 
1880s and early 1890s coincided with a popular interest in the subject outside 
the university environment. Carolingian and Ottonian art was to the fore in this 
nationalistic movement, and much of this research was initially based in Norman-
dy and the northwest – an area that was then seen as the most important center 
for Romanesque sculpture in France. It was here that the Service des monu-
ments historiques de France, founded in 1830, was first based and from which it 
extended to all areas. This national inventory of sculpture, which to this day is still 
one of the most complete and thorough catalogs of French monuments, high-
lighted the importance of Romanesque sculpture, which now began to assume its 
rightful place. It was also at this time that art history was first taught as a univer-
sity subject in the United States, where the initial focus was either on the Classical 
or medieval period. Such survey works as that written by Allan Marquand and 
Arthur Frothingham in 1896 are typical of the period.36 Although Romanesque 
sculpture is dealt with briefly, it is clear that the recognition of this period as a time 
of revival would open up the field to future studies.

One such study to deal significantly with the subject, albeit in relation to 
architecture and style, was that by Karl Schnaase (1798–1875). Direct in line to 
Hegel’s theories, Schnaase devoted the entire second volume of his magnum opus 
to “Die Romanische Kunst.” There is nothing iconographical in a study such as 
this, but it does provide the background that would enable Emile Mâle to under-
take his work some 50 years later, and in many ways Schnaase’s belief that the 
visual arts complement religious thought also links these two scholars.37

The work undertaken in the museum world by scholars such as Alexandre 
Lenoir (1761–1839) and the slightly later and more significant Louis Courajod 
(1841–1896), director of the Department of Sculpture at the Louvre, did much 
to help promote this neglected area. Courajod, like Lenoir, used his position as 
museum director to publicize French sculpture and, whereas their initial works 
are largely descriptive catalogs, they were instrumental in making the wealth of 
this pre‐Gothic corpus publicly known.38 Courajod was strongly influenced by 
Vöge’s theories and the need to unravel the origins of style. There was at this 
time a growing preoccupation with the issue of style, partly in response to Vöge’s 
theories, which influenced not only his German colleagues but also his French 
compatriots. Ironically for Vöge, Romanesque sculpture did not exist – for him, 
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the sculpture at Chartres was of the utmost importance and in many ways pre-
vented him from seeing anything other than the works at that site. Such theories, 
highlighted more by other scholars than by Vöge, form a distinct historiograph-
ical nucleus, which looked specifically at this art and sculpture from a Christian 
perspective. This nucleus can really be credited with defining the importance and 
acceptance of Romanesque sculpture, and their interest was primarily driven by 
the subject matter.

From the middle of the nineteenth century there were two distinct views of 
Romanesque sculpture, which were to change with its acceptance as a fully fledged 
style. It was, first, perceived as a phase of the Gothic and not really a style in itself. 
Its barbarous treatment of its subject matter was little but an exploratory phase 
in the evolution to the Gothic. On the other hand, there were some who were 
prepared to see it as a distinct style, which was fully developed and required an 
adjustment in perception as to its relations with what preceded and followed it. 
The development of modern art and the break in the traditional means of 
representation have been seen as pivotal in influencing our acceptance of what 
was unusual in Romanesque sculpture. Inherent in much of the writings on sculp-
ture of this period is the belief that even though figures such as those at Vézelay 
are “barbarous,” they also have an element of genius. This was to change later in 
the century with the belief that this barbarous element should not be viewed as 
negative but as a positive counterbalance to Classicism. What is also interesting is 
the fact that many of the scholars such as Baltrušaitis, Cahn, Focillon, Panofsky, 
Seidel, and Schapiro, who wrote on Romanesque art and most significantly on its 
sculpture, also researched modern art.

Phase III, the Age of Theory

Searching for origins in the Byzantine world, the Near East, and Italy, French 
scholars such as Fernand Cabrol (1855–1937), Charles Cahier (1807–1882), 
François‐René de Chateaubriand (1769–1848), Alphonse‐Napoléon Didron 
(1806–1867), Émil Mâle (1862–1954), Albert Marignan (1858–1936), Barbier 
de Montault (1830–1901), and Walter Pater (1839–1894) were the first to look 
at the entire range of medieval sculpture and not just that of the Gothic period. 
This group of scholars suddenly approached the works from the perspective of 
their subject matter and shifted the emphasis using Christian dogma. Although 
scholars such as Mâle and Didron were also interested in the nationalistic per-
spective to this art they were also instilled by a strong Christian belief in the 
works and attempted to elevate the status of art history to that of science. They 
created new terms for the discipline and attempted to provide a more formal and 
scientific approach. This was the period when the great encyclopedic dictionaries 
on Christian art such as Didron’s Iconographie chrétienne: Histoire de Dieu (1843) 
was published.39 One of the most influential of these writers, and one who paved 
the way, was Chateaubriand, in his Génie du Christianisme (1802) in which 
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Neo‐classicism and rationalism were weighed against the concept of genius and 
spirit as represented by the world of medieval art. If Chateaubriand justified the 
study of art in all its forms from a slightly conceptual stance, it was Didron who 
actually enforced a more comprehensive iconographical approach. Suddenly, the 
concept of beauty in sculpture such as those at Vézelay and Moissac was discovered 
in the Christian ideas they personified and embodied. The makers of these works 
and their role in church organization were also looked at, but to a significantly 
lesser degree. There is a noticeable paucity of any stylistic analysis, which is in 
complete contrast with the general scholarship of this period. Based largely in 
France, this group worked independently of German scholarship, which was more 
focused at defining form and the problems of stylistic development. Nevertheless, 
it was to be a school of thought that was to influence general scholarship for many 
decades to come and was to create a unique identity for Romanesque sculpture.

They were also to be the first iconographers of Romanesque sculpture which 
culminated in Mâle’s L’Art religieux du XIIIe siècle en France (1898). The pub-
lication of this work in advance of what should have been the first volume in his 
study – on the twelfth century (1922) – has been explained in a semi‐apologetic 
way by Mâle. While admitting that he should have written the second volume 
first, he also says that he was drawn instinctively to the thirteenth century where 
“all is order and light.”40 It was not until the start of the twentieth century that 
scholars accepted that the eleventh and twelfth centuries were not to be viewed 
as a transitory and ill‐defined period. Mâle admitted in 1922 that “monumental 
sculpture was born in the eleventh century in southwestern France.” After many 
years, the sculpture of this period was defined as that of a renaissance and was 
heralded as being in a direct line to that of the Classical period. All of his studies 
went some way toward correcting the view that the sculpture of the twelfth was 
“unfinished,” whereas that of the following century was “a finished system.”41 
It was also at this time that iconography, and indeed the study of Romanesque 
sculpture, became irrevocably text driven – a feature for which Mâle is generally 
either credited or criticized.42

Mâle has been seen as heralding this interest in twelfth‐century sculpture, 
which indeed he did, but his studies were also a factor of the age and an increasing 
research into the eleventh and twelfth centuries. He was the scholar who capital-
ized on the research undertaken in the fields of archeology, history, and Christian 
studies. The 1880s and 1890s saw the establishment of art history as an academic 
discipline throughout Germany, Switzerland, and Austria, paralleling what has 
been defined as a period of critical self‐examination that swept through the whole 
field.43 This period also saw the publication of a number of large‐scale scientific 
surveys of medieval art in both Germany and France, with Romanesque sculpture 
taking its place in the wider art historical picture and also being studied by itself. 
A typical study is Beenken’s 1924 semi‐scientific survey of some 135 works.44 
With its focus on the development of style, it is also one of the earliest works to 
look at the role of the creator. The immediate period after World War I was par-
ticularly fertile in research and publications, which resulted from the crisis in the 
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liberal arts that ensued after the war. It was also an attempt by Germany to regain 
its position and realm of influence, especially in the area of Romanesque studies.

It was also at this time that Schnaase’s work of some 30 years earlier was 
extended, with the writings of scholars such as Bode, Braun, Léon, Molinier, 
Enlart, Brutails, Hasak, Von Reber, and Goldschmidt. Some of these were con-
temporary with Schnaase, others were slightly later and bridge the nineteenth 
and twentieth centuries, but they are all similar in their belief that the arts of the 
Middle Ages were built upon and indeed mirrored those of previous periods. 
While most German scholars of this period wrote on French monuments, there 
were also signs of a burgeoning interest in the Romanesque sculpture of their own 
lands – a movement which was badly affected by both world wars and from which 
research never really recovered. German studies on Romanesque sculpture never 
equaled that of France or England, and the insightful initiatives of some 20 years 
earlier were later reduced to the level of localized studies.45

The start of the twentieth century saw the arrival of some eminent scholars, 
including Robert de Lasteyrie (1849–1921) and Eugène Lefèvre‐Pontalis (1862–
1923), who, along with François Deshoulières, were responsible for establishing 
the relative chronological development of the period and hierarchical structure 
for the monuments. It was this that was questioned and countered by Arthur 
Kingsley Porter (1883–1933), the American scholar. His work, based on a stylistic 
comparison as well as a robust use of documentation and dating, offered an 
alternative to the progressive and gradual evolution of Romanesque architecture 
and sculpture throughout the entire country on a regional basis and instead 
looked at monasticism and pilgrimage as influential forces.46 Porter’s beliefs of 
a possible origin for French Romanesque sculpture in Burgundy was not to be 
accepted until well into the next historiographical phase, with the admission by 
Francis Salet that he might have been right. The origins of Porter’s theory brings 
us to one of the most eminent historians of the whole period, Henri Focillon 
(1881–1943), whose research on style in particular has remained significant 
to the present.47 This was driven by a strong belief in an analysis of style and 
technique and he theorized on a widely dispersed evolutionary pattern of stylistic 
development.48 Kingsley Porter’s studies have suffered most and are now seen as 
being slightly outdated. After his untimely death, the mantle was taken up by Paul 
Deschamps (1888–1974), whose work in 1947 on the regional nature of French 
sculpture has also come in for recent criticism.49

By the third decade of the twentieth century, Romanesque sculpture had 
become one of the most important areas for research.50 Publications studied 
individual monuments and also included relatively large‐scale catalog‐type studies. 
A favorite platform for such studies was the Bulletin Monumental, first published 
in 1834 under the auspices of the Société française d’archéologie, Musée des 
Monuments Français, and which to this day is still one of the most important 
avenues for new research.

The interest in Romanesque sculpture in England at the turn of the nineteenth 
and twentieth centuries is not heralded by any comparable studies, and the division 
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between the antiquarian works of the preceding period and this phase is imper-
ceptible. Romanesque sculpture in England and Ireland differs considerably from 
that of mainland Europe. Organized on a more localized regional and school‐type 
structure than France, different influences came into play at various times and in 
different areas with little uniformity. Its popular and indeed scholarly acceptance 
was impeded to a certain extent by these influences.51 Cahn has further theo-
rized how this sculpture fared worse than book illumination in England and has 
proposed that the Reformation, Puritan movement, iconoclasm, and weather all 
militated against its popular acceptance.52 Its entry even into the museum world 
is also relatively late in England, with the first display of Romanesque sculpture 
in the Victoria and Albert Museum taking place as late as 1916. Its study in the 
academic world was similarly neglected until the founding of the Courtauld Insti-
tute of Art in 1932. It is not surprising therefore to find that catalog‐type works 
predominated at the start of the century and were to do so for many decades. 
Instead of having the antiquarian stance of the nineteenth century, they instead 
tried to analyze form and iconography from a more focused perspective. Typical 
of such scholarship are those by Keyser and Bond with their formative studies on 
tympana and fonts. World War II was naturally to disrupt scholarship in the entire 
world of art history, but it was also to prove to be a benchmark period in which 
scholarship took on a new emphasis and life.

Phase IV, the Age of Modernism

Even though his work belongs largely to the third phase, the influence of Meyer 
Schapiro is felt most in this final phase with the legacy that he was to impart with 
his publications and through his many students. Beginning in 1935 with a study 
on Moissac, Forsyth has summarized Schapiro’s approach as being very much 
based on the belief that form and meaning were inseparable.53 He lacks many of 
the entrenched views prior to the outbreak of World War II.54 Both world wars 
were adversely to affect scholarship on Romanesque sculpture, especially in Eu-
rope, but also with positive results for its future study in America where interest 
increased. France was naturally to retain its pre‐eminent role in scholarship on 
the subject after World War II, and was also to hold onto its slightly entrenched 
Franco‐centric view. The focus once again was the ongoing issue of the origins of 
the style, and numerous studies both reinforced the belief of a French genesis and 
its gradual movement throughout the rest of the country.

This was also a period of controversy in France with various official and unof-
ficial theories forwarded as to the origins of monumental sculpture in terms of 
place and dispersal, with Francis Salet, head of the Société française d’archéologie, 
playing a central role.55 Despite the series of disputes and controversies, Lyman 
has documented how this was a period in which Romanesque sculpture entered 
popular acceptance and was no longer under the sole control of the scholar.56 
It was also at this time that a number of studies began to use the socio‐historical 
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approach that was first developed in relation to history by such scholars as Georges 
Duby. The need and value of having a complete documentary and photographic 
record of all Romanesque sculpture was first proposed by Focillon and its aims 
remain as valid today as when they were first stated well over half a century ago. 
The publication in 1954 by Jean Baudry of the first volume in a regional survey of 
French Romanesque sculpture titled Bourgogne Romane began one of the fore-
most surveys of this subject, which has since moved outside its national borders 
with the publication in 1999 of Volume 88 on Westphalia. It has paved the way 
for a similar series of hardcopy publications in the United States57 and the more 
recent large‐scale electronic undertaking in Britain of the Corpus of Romanesque 
Sculpture in Britain and Ireland which was founded by George Zarnecki some 
20 years ago. All of these undertakings are adding significantly to our understand-
ing of this sculpture and in many ways continue the role of the antiquarian started 
some 300 years ago.

More recent French research by scholars such as Baylé, Boss‐Favre, Cabanot, 
Durliat, Fain, Gould, Vergnolle, and Wirth has focused on the general as well 
as the regional nature of the sculpture and is now being driven from a greater 
understanding of what exactly has survived and how it can be viewed in relation to 
the broader picture.58 These studies have looked at the functionality and creative 
powers behind such works from an interdisciplinary perspective, which has blended 
archeology and art history with slightly less of an emphasis on iconography.59 The 
great period of iconographical research certainly seems to have gone and its role 
now appears to be secondary or equal to such issues as form or function.

French sculpture has continued to attract foreign scholars such as Borg, Cahn, 
Evans, Montagu, Rupprecht, Seidel, Stratford, Tcherikover, Travis, and Zarnecki, 
to name just a few, who have helped in removing some of the nationalism attached 
to such studies in the past and have also opened up the field to different issues. Our 
perceptions of the material have changed and there seems to be less of an emphasis 
on developing an absolute chronology for the entire period. Many of “the chro-
nological implications of some general theories on the nature of Romanesque 
(were) formulated in the early decades of this (last) century”60 and have tended to 
overshadow subsequent research and directed the approach of scholarship which 
is now being questioned. Occasional studies such as Anne Prache’s recent work 
still place a high emphasis on the search for the origins of the style, which is going 
to be a question that will remain with us for a long time.61

Studies have also looked at the more localized monument or group of carvings, 
and we are developing a more organized and paced approach to understanding 
the development of style. If research continued in France after the war, it was not 
to be so in Germany, where some of the country’s most established scholars fled 
their own lands and in many ways also left the subject of Romanesque sculpture 
behind them. Erwin Panofsky, for example, was one such scholar whose earliest 
work was on German Romanesque sculpture,62 but who was never to write on the 
subject again after he moved to America. Nowadays, German scholarship on the 
subject is limited, little remains in situ, and the pre‐war nationalistic associations 
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that it evokes may lie in the modern avoidance of scholarship on the subject. Apart 
from the work of Kiesow, Legner, Lobbedey, Schütz, Müller, and von Winterfeld, 
little else has been written on this subject.

The highpoint of research on Romanesque sculpture in England began in the 
middle of the twentieth century with the general survey‐type works on sculpture 
by scholars such as Prior and Gardner (1912), Gardner (1935), Zarnecki (1951, 
1953), Saxl (1954), and Stone (1955) and after a short hiatus, interest was revi-
talized with the exhibition on Romanesque art that was held in 1984.63 Localized 
studies now also predominate which are very much driven from an archeological 
perspective and, as in France, there is an emphasis on understanding form, style, 
and function with little work being done on iconography or reception. Ireland, 
like England, after the pioneering work by Françoise Henry and more recently 
by O’Keeffe, has eagerly awaited the completion of the Corpus of Romanesque 
Sculpture, and scholarship here as elsewhere has been diverted into adding to this 
resource.64

We may have identified the hands of a few more sculptors since the pioneering 
work of the early part of the century, but this is an area that could benefit from 
greater research. Unusually for a topic so current in other areas of medieval scholar-
ship, little study has been undertaken on reception issues in Romanesque sculpture.65 
We still remain relatively ignorant as to how these programs were viewed from the 
variety of contexts that exist and this is an area of research that will pay dividends 
in the future. Similarly, the need to contextualize this sculpture in the broader 
framework of Romanesque art still remains. Manuscript and metalwork studies have 
been linked, but sculpture still remains the isolated medium in the broader picture. 
The historiography of Romanesque sculpture has been guided by the attempts of 
the early historians to impose far‐reaching rules regarding creation, date, dispersal, 
form, and style, which have recently been questioned with greater research into the 
minutiae of the style. This is a process which will only increase with time and greater 
knowledge, and will add to our understanding of what is clearly one of the most 
important periods in the history of sculpture.
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Notes

1	 [On Romanesque architecture, see Chapter 17 by Fernie in this volume. See also 
Chapter 19 on the modern origins of Romanesque sculpture by Maxwell in this 
volume (ed.).]

2	 Bizzarro, Romanesque Architectural Criticism.
3	 Frankl, The Gothic.
4	 Lyman, French Romanesque Sculpture; Glass, Italian Romanesque Sculpture.
5	 Cahn and Seidel, Romanesque Sculpture.
6	 Forsyth “Monumental Arts.”
7	 After a long period of relative neglect it is rewarding to see an increasing inter-

est in individual scholars such as Meyer Schapiro, whose extensive studies on the 
sculpture of this period were the subject of a session at a College Art Association 
meeting (Philadelphia, February 23, 2002) entitled “Reassessing the Legacy of 
Meyer Schapiro.” Two of the papers, by Forsyth (“Narrative at Moissac”) and 
Cahn (“Schapiro and Focillon”), were subsequently published in Gesta. The work 
and character of Arthur Kingsley Porter, after a long period of neglect, was also 
recently studied by Richardson (“The Fate of Kingsley Porter”) and Neuman de 
Vegvar (“Shadow of the Sidhe”) and he was the subject of a paper at the 38th 
International Congress on Medieval Studies at Kalamazoo 2003 (session 203, 
“Michael Camille and Kingsley Porter: Modernity, Medieval Margins and the 
Monstrous,” Janice Mann).

8	 Maxwell and Ambrose, Current Directions.
9	 Brush, Shaping of Art History.

10	 Cocke, “Pre‐19th‐Century Attitudes in England” and “The Rediscovery of the 
Romanesque.” See also Kahn, “La Sculpture Romane.”

11	 See the Grove Dictionary of Art: www.oxfordartonline.com, accessed 24 August 
2018.

12	 Largely consisting of capitals, corbels, bases, jambs, lintels, cornices, and relief panels 
such as those found on tympana. The repertoire also includes liturgical furniture 
including fonts, altars, pulpits, and thrones as well as funerary slabs, but can also 
include freestanding figures such as those found in twelfth‐century Germany.

13	 The term “Romanesque” was first applied only to the architecture of this period, 
which of course included elements of the sculpture and was only applied to all the 
arts of the period at a later stage.

14	 [On Gothic sculpture, see Chapter 22 by Jung in this volume (ed.).]
15	 Caviness, Politics of Taste, pp. 57–81.
16	 [On sculptural programs in general, see Chapter 33 by Boerner in this volume (ed.).]
17	 See Forsyth, “Monumental Arts,” p. 23.
18	 Romanesque sculpture is sparsely represented in the Low Countries (with little 

surviving outside the Tournai and Meuse regions, and what is there being largely 
derivative), Switzerland (where historically it was part of the Holy Roman Empire and 
would have come under the influence of France and Italy), and Austria (which again 
was part of the Holy Roman Empire and has significantly more and better quality 
carvings surviving). Scandinavia has similarly been neglected in terms of scholarship 
and little has been written of this sculpture, which represents the first relief sculpture 
in that area (see www.oxfordartonline.com).
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19	 Although not published since first given at the First European Congress of Medieval 
Studies at Spoleto, Mortenson’s ideas have fortunately been preserved by Constable 
(“Introduction,” p. xiii).

20	 Sauerländer, Romanesque Art, pp. 40–56.
21	 See Rudolph, Things of Greater Importance.
22	 See Frankl, The Gothic; van der Grinten, Elements of Art, pp. 5–7, Doolittle, 

“Relations Between Literature and Medieval Studies”; Edelman, Attitudes of Seven-
teenth Century France; and Cocke, “Pre‐19th‐Century Attitudes.”

23	 There have been no historiographical studies of Romanesque sculpture per se in 
contrast to that of the Gothic period. Bober gives one of the best general outlines 
in the preface to the English language edition of Mâle (Religious Art in France, 
pp. v–xxiv). Also of interest are Beer, “Gothic,” and Cocke, “The Rediscovery of the 
Romanesque.” See also Fernie, “Contrasts” and Romanesque Architecture.

24	 Frankl, The Gothic; van der Grinten, Elements of Art.
25	 One of the most comprehensive studies on the negative application of the term 

“Gothic” is given in Frankl, The Gothic. For Vasari, the word “Gothic” was defined 
as non‐Roman or Barbarian – it was an art and period which lay outside the Classical 
or Roman world (see also Bizzarro, Romanesque Architectural Criticism).

26	 Whereas post‐medieval scholarship may not have chosen to distinguish between 
the Romanesque and Gothic, it is clear that the two styles were viewed separately 
in the Middle Ages where both Panofsky (“Friedsam Annunciation”) and Fernie 
(Romanesque Architecture, p. 1) have pointed out the use of Romanesque archi-
tectural and sculptural forms, especially in fifteenth‐century Northern painting, to 
denote a period removed from their own.

27	 Wilkins, “An Essay.”
28	 North, Of Building, p. 111.
29	 See Marquardt, Defining French Romanesque.
30	 Typical of these early works are Pierre Monier’s “Histoire des arts qui ont rapport au 

dessin” (1698).
31	 Also founded at this time were the École des Chartres (1804), the Société des 

antiquaries de France (1821), Congrès archeologique de France (1834), and the 
Commission des monuments historiques (1837).

32	 Preziosi, ed., The Art of Art History, p. 22.
33	 See Frankl, The Gothic, p. 345; Bizzarro, Romanesque Architectural Criticism, 

pp. 155–156; Gidon, “L’Invention du terme,” pp. 268–288.
34	 Prior to Gunn, this style was referred to in England as Saxon, Anglo‐Norman, Gothic, 

Monastic, or Opus Romanorum (see Cocke, “Rediscovery of the Romanesque,” p. 360).
35	 Watkin, Morality, p. 33; See also Scott, Gothic Enterprise, p. 14.
36	 Marquand and Frothingham, A Text‐Book.
37	 Schnaase, Geschlichte der Bildenden; Mâle, L’Art religieux du XIIIe siècle; Religious 

Art in France.
38	 One of Lenoir’s most significant contributions is his Description historique et chro-

nologique des monument de sculpture réunis a Musée des monumens Français (1803).
39	 The encyclopedic way of seeing and studying in nineteenth‐century France is 

described in Inglebert, Le Monde.
40	 Mâle, Religious Art in France, p. xxix.
41	 Mâle, L’Art religieux du XIIIe siècle, pp. iv, v.
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42	 It was Mâle who first described the sculptors of the Middle Ages as “writers 
in  stone”  –  an approach later discussed by Camille, “Mouths and Meanings,” 
pp. 43–54.

43	 Brush, Shaping of Art History, p. 1.
44	 Beenken, Romanische skulptur.
45	 Isolated regional studies of Romanesque sculpture such as that by Fastenau, 

Romanische Steinplastik, were certainly under way before World War I, but were to 
be disrupted until the early 1930s. Pinder’s 1925 study, Deutsche plastik, is one of 
the first to post‐date the war, but was sadly not followed by other works in this 
area.

46	 Porter, Les Débuts and Romanesque Sculpture.
47	 One of the most revelatory documents from a historiographical perspective is a 

bibliography on Romanesque sculpture compiled by Focillon while lecturing at New 
York University. Divided under headings such as “Principles of Style” and “Historical 
Development,” it provides a personal documentation of what he considered impor-
tant works on the subject (see Focillon, Romanesque Sculpture in France).

48	 Focillon, L’Art des sculpteurs Romans. See also Francastel, L’Humanisme roman, 
pp. 194–200.

49	 Tcherikover, High Romanesque Sculpture, pp. 1–2, provides a synopsis of the changing 
perspectives on this theory in general and shows how she believes it has hindered 
modern scholarship in that it was accepted verbatim.

50	 One of the pivotal studies in the reversal of this theory was by Terret in 1914.
51	 See Cahn, “Romanesque Art, Then and Now.”
52	 Cahn, “English Romanesque Art,” p. 276.
53	 Forsyth, “Narrative at Moissac.”
54	 See Cahn, “Focillon’s Jongleur,” and Schmitt, “Images and the Historian.”
55	 Lyman, French Romanesque Sculpture, pp. 159–160.
56	 Ibid., pp. 160–161.
57	 Cahn and Seidel, Romanesque Sculpture.
58	 Although Grodecki’s insightful work (Le Moyen‐Age retrouvé) is now slightly dated, 

it still remains an invaluable study on this subject.
59	 This shift in emphasis is nicely demonstrated when studies on Romanesque Normandy 

with their changing perspectives are examined: e.g. Gould, La Sculpture romane; 
Musset, Normandie romane; Baylé, Les Origines, Architecture normande.

60	 Tcherikover, High Romanesque Sculpture, p. 1. This is reinforced by a number of 
similar statements from other scholars. Her study is typical of the current trend in 
reassessing published corpora, especially in France by scholars such as Baylé, Borg, 
Boss‐Favre, and Vergnolle.

61	 Prache, Initiation à l’art roman.
62	 Panofsky, Die Deutsche Plastik.
63	 See Cocke, “Rediscovery of the Romanesque” for all these works, except Gardner, 

A Handbook. Interestingly, the number of carvings in the actual exhibition (some 81) 
reflects an unusually high and unparalleled emphasis which must reflect that of the 
organizers.

64	 Henry, Irish Art; O’Keeffe, “Lismore and Cashel.” The historiography of Romanesque 
Irish art is dealt with in detail in O’Keeffe, Romanesque Ireland.

65	 One of the foremost treatments of this subject is in Kahn, Romanesque Frieze.
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Modern Origins of 
Romanesque Sculpture

Robert A. Maxwell

Ever since archeologists adopted the term “Romanesque” in the early nineteenth 
century, the label has profoundly influenced the study of eleventh‐ and twelfth‐
century sculpture. The act of naming a new style shaped research by signaling the 
discernment of an art different from Gothic (the period label to which scholars 
previously attached these works).1 The nature of the difference, however, 
remained to be explored. The neologism also implied that the sources of the 
art were to be found in Roman traditions; nonetheless, even that seemingly 
straightforward notion raised many questions, not the least of which was the 
actual relationship to Roman building. Romanesque needed definition, more 
than a name alone could supply.

Archeologists looked first primarily to the architecture, folding sculpture 
into the taxonomic layers used to describe arches, vaults, and wall surfaces, 
but before long discussion of stylistic sources raised questions regarding the 
role of sculpture in Romanesque development.2 Scholars noted high and low 
phases – birth, maturity, and decline –  in step with art history’s foundational 
theory of evolutionary progress, but in this schema the birth of Romanesque 
sculpture was the most perplexing. After all, scholars understood that the pro-
duction of monumental sculpture had fallen off in the post‐antique period. Its 
resuscitation needed explanation. Identifying the origins could thus offer clues 
to Romanesque art’s particularity and contribute to an understanding of the 
distinct qualities that marked it from the art that came before and after.
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This chapter surveys several ways scholarship has addressed the origins of 
monumental sculpture in the Romanesque period, limiting its discussion to 
three specific approaches to the problem. One approach looked to different 
geographic regions to explain the style’s distant sources; another considered the 
problem more philosophically and searched to define sculptural characteristics 
in metaphysical terms; and a third approach attributed the rebirth of sculpture 
to a shift in iconographic or signifying value. All three attracted debate, and on 
occasion doctrinal entrenchment obfuscated the substance behind the quarrels, 
but there is little doubt that these polemics propelled further research and indelibly 
shaped the field.

The Place of Origins

From its earliest concerted study, Romanesque art was identified with geography. 
The Englishman William Gunn and the Frenchman Charles de Gerville first applied 
the terms “Romanesque” and “roman” in the 1810s to signal a relationship to 
Roman building traditions.3 Both understood the term in the philological sense 
as marking both the debased Latinity of post‐antique language and the derivative 
quality of Romance languages. In France, roman also found an analogue in the 
popular word romanesque, or novel‐like, equally at ease describing a tortuous series 
of events, a dreamy attitude, or an eccentric person. The use of roman for eleventh‐ 
and twelfth‐century art carried with it some of these connotations: it hinted at the 
curiousness of this art (in the sense of romanesque) while framing it in the philological 
sense of cultural erosion.

The impression that this art was somehow derivative, one or more steps 
removed from Rome itself, received widespread support from the outset, nota-
bly in the early lectures of Arcisse de Caumont (1830), the widely influential 
founder of the Société française d’archéologie.4 His discussion of architecture 
classified eleventh‐ and twelfth‐century buildings into chronological periods and 
regional types, categories formulated in relation to the Roman tradition. Sculp-
ture fell into his purview, earning brief stylistic commentary, yet it figured as little 
more than architecture’s accessory for classificatory purposes. Some countrymen 
pushed Caumont’s theory even further by contending that Romanesque art in 
France was more Roman‐like than the art produced in other countries.5 In a tradi-
tion stretching back to Chateaubriand and forward to Emile Mâle (1917, 1922), 
the modern Catholic nation as a new Rome partly explained the special success of 
medieval art on French soil.

Although Caumont was probably Europe’s most influential medievalist, his 
taxonomy did not satisfy all scholars. In Great Britain, for example, terms such as 
“Saxon” and “Norman” had long circulated in antiquarian circles and grounded 
this art in the indigenous history of the British Isles.6 Terms like “byzantine” 
and “oriental” were also not uncommon in the late eighteenth century, yielding 
period classifications like “romano‐Byzantine primordial” (i.e. 400–1000) and 
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“romano‐Byzantine secondaire” (1000–1100) that lingered until the start of the 
twentieth century.7 All such terms reflected the idea that this art’s pedigree may 
not have been purely Roman.8 Some scholars considered the Eastern impulse 
much more decisive. Eugène‐Emmanuel Viollet‐le‐Duc, for one, argued that the 
Crusades provided the conduit of exchange, enabling the West’s interaction with 
the East. Only when the Latin tradition received this new impetus did it flourish 
as a new and distinctive style.9

Some scholarship also steered away from Latin and Byzantine sources to dis-
cover a distinctly “Northern” quality. Viollet‐le‐Duc believed, in addition to his 
Crusades theory, in a northern contribution: after the death of Charlemagne, 
each region’s people regained its “natural allure,” enabling each country to trans-
late its own genius for the regeneration of its art.10 Louis Courajod developed 
this notion with greater precision by examining the specific traits of the northern 
impulse, arguing that Romanesque art drew its influences from the Celts, various 
Germanic tribes, and also Muslims.11 The search for Northern European sources 
also found general support among some German and English scholars, including 
Franz Kugler (1842), Franz von Reber (1886), and William Lethaby (1904), who 
all described Romanesque at least in part as a “Northern” product. The American 
Arthur Kingsley Porter wrote an essay in 1909 strongly in favor of the general 
northern view, claiming that “five centuries of barbarism [were] the only conceivable 
force that could have had the power to free Western architecture from the tram-
mels of Roman formula.” Owing to the cultural vacuum of the Dark Ages, Porter 
claimed, art could be reborn, “cut loose from the classical canons.”12

With such sentiments, discussion occasionally tipped into explicit commentary 
on the race of nations, as in the 1901 work of Josef Strzygowski. Strzygowski 
championed the Syrian and Palestinian influences on Western Christian art, but 
he also posited the special innate qualities of the “Nordic” man.13 The increas-
ingly overt racial theories draped a noxious pall over his later studies in particular. 
Far less sulfurous but no less nationalistic, Emile Mâle answered the Viennese‐
based scholar, as well as Porter, by saying that Germany was not the privileged 
birthplace of Romanesque; its origins were in the East and this Eastern impulse 
took root first on French soil.14 Henri Focillon expressed similarly impassioned 
opinions and accentuated an East–West rift in geographic debates when he argued 
that Romanesque art (and all medieval art of quality) was distinct to the West 
(l’Occident) and foreign to Germanic lands whose rudimentary arts reflected the 
barbarism of the people.15

In 1911 the Catalan architect and archeologist Josep Puig i Cadafalch advanced 
a reverse position with his theory of the southern primer art romànic or premier 
art roman.16 He argued that the earliest recognizable Romanesque forms could 
be found around the Mediterranean, particularly in northern Italy and Catalo-
nia at the start of the tenth century (fig. 19-1). Thereafter, the movement pro-
gressed north into Gaul and the Germanic Empire as far as the Moselle. If one 
wanted to search further for the origins of this first wave, he asserted, one would  
need to look eastward.17 “One could say that Romanesque art is a Mesopotamian art 
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in the same way that French art of the eighteenth century is a Greek art.”18 Though 
primarily an architecturally based theory, founded upon types of construction, 
wall decoration, and vaulting, the idea implicated sculpture by proposing the con-
ditions of the medium’s genesis.

While the number of pan‐Continental theories multiplied, scholars also paid 
growing attention to local geographic developments. In France the search for 
regional stylistic trends became tantamount to uncovering regional identities 
within national borders. Support for regional schools had much to do with the 
spread of local antiquarian societies, beginning with Caumont’s own Société des 
antiquaires de Normandie in 1824 (becoming the Société française d’archéologie 
in 1834),19 followed within a few years by a dozen regional archeological associ-
ations throughout the country. Since Caumont’s lectures in Normandy stressed 
classification into regional styles, this approach found its response at the local 
societies: hometown antiquarian‐cum‐archeologists quickly got busy plumbing 
the distinct qualities of their familiar monuments. Nave tribunes and half‐barrel 
vaults, for example, became defining characteristics of Auvergnat Romanesque 
and in Poitou, the “hall” church typified the local style.

Caumont’s “geography of styles” won over many archeologists, though they 
often disagreed, sometimes quite vehemently, on the number of schools. Caumont 
identified seven distinct regions (North, Northwest, West, Southwest, Auvergne, 
Germanic, and Burgundian). Viollet‐le‐Duc, on the other hand, named seven in 

Figure 19-1  Map showing the spread of the “First Romanesque” style. Source: from 
J. Puig i Cadafalch, La Géographie.
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one of his Dictionnaire entries and eight in another; in still other essays, he cited 
11 and 13 schools.20 Jules Quicherat, for his part, objected to Caumont’s intu-
itive deductions and, borrowing terms from Linnaean classification, sought to 
ground identifications in more scientific data.21 Camille Enlart, one of the most 
outspoken proponents of the regional approach along with Robert de Lasteyrie, 
drew distinctions along very old (including Gallic) territorial divisions, thereby 
suggesting that something special in the soil, climate, and people produced differ-
ences among varieties of Romanesque art.22 Although all such regional divisions 
depended primarily on architectural qualities, scholars understood that sculpture 
added substantial corroborative evidence. The absence of carved tympana, for 
example, was typical of Aquitaine, while Burgundian portals exhibited a penchant 
for Majestas imagery, Auvergnat doorways favored carved, pedimental‐shaped 
lintels, and Languedocian cloisters encouraged historiated capitals. Carving style 
was a less determinant but implicit part of this categorization.

England’s scholars, too, attached great importance to regional traditions and 
to the local learned institutions established to study them, but with very different 
art historical results. After the refounding of the national Society of Antiquaries 
in 1717, regionalism received a boost with the 1751 incorporation of London’s 
own Society of Antiquaries that in turn spurred the foundation of other local 
groups.23 These societies sponsored comprehensive county surveys, such as 
Edward Hasted’s four volumes on the county of Kent,24 but sculpture was largely 
subordinate to the authors’ interests (if present at all). Instead, these publications 
focused mainly on monuments’ history and building accounts. Even into the 
nineteenth century, when single‐edifice monographs such as those by Robert Willis 
on Canterbury and Glastonbury came to join the regional surveys, authors only 
considered sculpture as a complement to the architectural construction.25 The 
first comprehensive sculptural studies did not appear until the twentieth century, 
and even then Romanesque sculpture did not foster the kinds of partisan border 
skirmishes that flared up in France.26 If anything, the county studies in England 
championed not distinctions among counties, but distinctions between English 
and Continental Romanesque. Centuries‐old traditions of stone carving in Britain, 
stretching back to the Anglo‐Saxon period, provided grounds for this attitude, 
but British scholars nonetheless failed to reckon fully with the incumbent period 
categories like “Norman” or “Saxon”; the relation of twelfth‐century sculpture to 
Anglo‐Saxon or Irish high crosses, for example, remained problematic and unex-
plained. It was only in the twentieth century that, with the appearance of good 
surveys of this material, research began to entertain such questions.27

Scholars of all nationalities reserved their fiercest debates for French monuments. 
The most famous volley came from the American Porter, seen (aside from its 
art historical merits) as an assault on the French academic establishment.28 
Porter overturned the usual hierarchies and argued for Spanish and Lombard 
priority in sculptural matters, and, within France itself, Burgundy’s precedence  
over Languedoc. He based his position on scrupulous analysis of works 
and  corroborating texts (dated foundation charters, altar consecrations, etc.). 
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And rather than posit merely natural evolution touching one region after another, 
he believed social phenomena such as pilgrimage and monastic reform helped 
explain stylistic progress and exchange.29

The French academy bristled at Porter’s rejection of their regional hierarchy 
and assailed his stylistic judgment and reading of texts. Paul Deschamps led the 
charge, publishing virulent corrections of Porter’s textual evidence,30 while others, 
such as François Deshoulières, Charles Dangibeaud, and Eugène Lefèvre‐Pontalis, 
produced essays to reassert the schools classification.31 When a few French 
scholars, such as the widely respected Georges Gaillard working on Spanish sculp-
ture and Charles Oursel working on Burgundy,32 offered research that supported 
some of Porter’s theses, the tension ebbed; true détente did not reign, however, 
until the deaths of Porter and Deschamps in the 1930s. The dispute nonetheless 
left traces in subsequent scholarship and continues to mark especially Burgundian, 
Languedocian, and northern Spanish studies.33

In Germany, Romanesque sculpture was late to garner specialized interest. 
When it did, the majority of nineteenth‐century scholars remained attached to 
the study of abstract and formal qualities (cf. infra), rather than geographic sources.34 
After all, many believed that Romanesque sculpture represented simply a con-
tinuation of Ottonian forms and types, so the gradual distinctions that arose 
between the two periods could be explored best on aesthetic terms. A number 
of scholars in the early twentieth century, however, did pronounce on sculpture’s 
geography and joined these debates. Julius Baum (1910), for one, stood behind 
Roman and Latinate origins, while Paul Frankl (1926) was perhaps Germany’s 
strongest exponent of the “northern” theory. Frankl, building upon the studies 
of Courajod and others, sketched broad historical genealogies within Europe but 
tied regional styles to local conditions. Germany, in this view, held on longer to 
the Carolingian traditions, and thus continued a style consistent with the older 
forms. This was important since there were significant sculptural examples from 
tenth‐ and eleventh‐century Germany, including works in stucco, that remained 
to be considered against the full Romanesque style. France and Italy, according 
to Frankl, likewise maintained traditions little different in form from Carolingian 
art, but by about 1080 developed their own regional styles – dependent on local 
temperament and conditions – that yielded the mature Romanesque. Frankl thus 
wove the study of regional specificity into a pan‐European theory, melding the 
two outlooks most widely favored at this time.

Interest in geographic origins remained a constant, although less polemical, 
concern through the twentieth century. Kenneth John Conant maintained 
that Romanesque art had strong northern, Carolingian roots, and Charles 
Rufus Morey in 1942 echoed earlier scholars when he argued that the puta-
tively Roman quality of Romanesque art was really a Germanic interpretation 
of Late Classical traditions.35 Partisans of southern theories were not lacking 
either. Edson Armi traced the origins of the new style to the appearance of 
“continuous orders” in Catalonian and southern French churches,36 while 
Roberto Salvini drew parallels between the premier art roman and linguistic 
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forms of provincial Latin that developed in particular social climates of southern 
Europe.37 Such studies from the second half of the century, however, began to 
integrate the search for origins with other concerns, initiatives begun already in 
the 1920s and 1930s to which we turn below.

Origins as a Hermeneutic

Categorization had dominated the study of Romanesque art since the day of 
Gerville and Gunn, yet ongoing partisanship in geography discussions distracted 
somewhat from advances made in other areas of scholarship. In Germany, for 
example, nineteenth‐century scholars were more steeped in aesthetics and 
stylistic qualities than in geographic (or scientific) explanations for Romanesque 
sculpture. F.W. Hegel’s philosophy inspired scholars such as Carl Schnaase to 
discuss Romanesque sculpture in terms of stages in aesthetic evolution, and 
others under Heinrich Wöfflin’s influence sought to define the style on purely 
formal terms. Some, such as Richard Hamann‐MacLean (1908), Margret Burg 
(1922), and Eugen Lüthgen (1923), speculated on the particularities of sculp-
ture as a medium,38 particularly in relation to Carolingian and Ottonian sculptural 
traditions.39 Explanations of origins therefore occupied only the margins of such 
studies. Nonetheless, one scholar (also Hegel‐inspired) who did address formal 
stylistic origins in a profound way was Henri Focillon, arguing that the new style 
was born of sculpture’s own material conditions.

Focillon was convinced that the historicist, archeological endeavors of the 
nineteenth century unsatisfactorily served works of art. In his first book‐length 
publication on a medieval subject, he argued instead that history experienced 
strong and weak periods, as well as moments of rupture, paroxysm, and repli 
that defied linear stylistic progress. Most significant, he believed, were “break‐
through” moments, those periods or episodes that revealed history’s structure. 
As he said, there were several stages of humanity, or of human geology, whose 
stratigraphy must be taken apart to find the “present and the hidden” struc-
ture.40 Form expressed itself through adherence to certain principles, guided for 
example by the exigencies of the sculptural canvas (“law of the frame”) or the 
architectural field (“law of architecture”), and understanding these might hold 
the key to understanding the essence of Romanesque sculpture. The way to 
discern the patterns or laws was to attend to forms, their origins, survivals, and 
reawakenings, and from these patterns – revealing a kind of inherent structure or 
logic – one would arrive at an understanding of the history of a style, the history 
of art tout court.

In an important 1938 article, Focillon set the research agenda, as well as 
the method, for generations of scholars to come. He identified the year 1000 
as crucial, one of those moments of both rupture (with the immediate past) and 
reawakening (of more distant traditions). Close study of this period’s sculpture, 
therefore, should offer rare insight into the universe of forms specific to 
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Romanesque and provide a basis for understanding the special logic that sep-
arated this art from Gothic. His students (notably J. Baltrušaitis) consequently 
adopted the eleventh century as their field of predilection, publishing on the 
formal and geometric qualities of early sculpture in France.41

Following this methodological course were two Polish‐born scholars, Louis 
Grodecki, one of Focillon’s students, and the Courtauld‐trained scholar George 
Zarnecki. They were perhaps their generation’s most influential advocates of 
research into the rise of Romanesque sculpture as a distinct medium. Whether 
discussing sculpture in England, France, Switzerland, or Germany, both sought 
out the evidentiary forms that would demonstrate the evolution from early, rustic 
blocked‐out capitals to fully mature historiated works of the twelfth century. 
The debt to Focillon surfaces in much of their work, whether in Grodecki’s 
methodological essay on the inherent duality of Romanesque carving (described 
as both figure and architecture) or in case‐studies, such as on Bernay’s sculpture, 
or in Zarnecki’s research into the early sculptural group at Payerne, Switzerland 
(fig.  19-2).42 Even this latter choice of subject derives from concerns laid 
out in Focillon’s own writings, as in his reflections on Dijon’s crypt capitals 
(fig. 19-3). When these scholars looked across the Channel, they also applied their 
Continental perspective to English sculpture.43 Zarnecki, for example, argued that 
the impulses that gave rise to Romanesque sculpture were not indigenous to 
Britain, but brought from Normandy; for this reason English Romanesque sculp-
ture does not properly begin until after 1066.44 Viking and Anglo‐Saxon art, he 
felt, were simply “quite out of step with the new architectural sculpture evolving 
on the Continent.”45 For these scholars, Romanesque production marked a new 
stylistic stage that wedded material and formal exigencies to produce works of 
unprecedented figural complexity.

These studies framed research for the next generation of scholars, although 
perhaps with more lasting effect in France than in England. Few in England main-
tained the interest in material origins along these lines, in spite of Zarnecki’s 
status as one of Great Britain’s most influential scholars.46 When, for example, 
scholars addressed the distinctive character of Romanesque sculpture, as in Debo-
rah Kahn’s 1991 study of Canterbury Cathedral’s earliest sculptural group, con-
textual considerations weighed more heavily than formalist study.47 In France, on 
the other hand, Grodecki published an influential “state of the question” essay 
that outlined in very clear terms the important issues facing the study of French 
sculpture for the next generation of students.48 Like Focillon’s similar essay 20 
years earlier, Grodecki championed the value of renewed research into the experi-
mental impulses and ancient traditions that spurred on a slowly changing art form 
in the early years of the eleventh century.

Two subsequent generations have continued this interest, first in the work of 
Marcel Durliat, one of Grodecki’s protégés, and in the work of Durliat’s own stu-
dents. Durliat, whose research focused on southern France and northern Spain, 
also in time published a “state of the question” article in 1968 setting out 
for future generations the issues that needed attention.49 This article, however, 



	 M o d e r n  Or  i g i n s  o f  Ro ma  n e s qu e  S c u l p t u r e 	 447

demonstrates how far the orientation initiated by Focillon had strayed, for 
Durliat, while noting that research into origins had turned fruitfully to the Loire 
Valley, hoped to draw attention to other issues, such as the role of pilgrimage, the 
identity of sculptors, and the still unshakeable “schools” debate.50

Even with this expanded query, however, the subsequent generation has 
continued to refine formalist inquiry to understand the qualities that make the 
sculpture Romanesque. Their research has produced a series of impressive regional 
studies: Maylis Baylé on Normandy, Eliane Vergnolle on the Loire Valley, Jean 
Cabanot on Bordelais and southwest sculpture, and Marie‐Thérèse Camus on 
Poitou.51 Each explored the kinds of formal and material‐based qualities that so 
intrigued the earlier scholars, while also bringing texts and other source material 
to bear, notably on proposed chronologies. Characteristic of these works is their 

Figure 19-2  Capital. Payerne, Switzerland. University of Pennsylvania Image 
Collection. Source: photo courtesy of David Robb.
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careful attention to artists’ working practices, particularly the preparatory block-
ing out of capitals (épannelage), interpreted as affecting the choice of decoration 
and its manner of display (fig. 19-4). This series of scholarly volumes, though 
independent projects, offer interconnecting pictures of the eleventh‐century 
sculptural revival, and they fulfill in many ways the wish uttered by Focillon in 
1938 that an understanding of sculpture’s formative development would only 
come once scholars had at their disposal detailed surveys of regional foyers.52

This focus on the emergence of sculptural forms sometimes relegated icon-
ographic questions to the background, although increasingly since the 1980s 
research has looked to reconcile form with issues of content. Rows of men 
crouched under a capital’s abacus appeared to conform to the “law of the frame,” 
but was this all there was to the figural impulse in early sculpture? The rich portal 
at Moissac, already the subject of much text‐based research, would prove a prime 
test subject: Grodecki, Durliat, and Vergnolle all published on the abbey’s portal 
group and argued that the tympanum’s Last Judgment was not simply a trans-
lation from other pictorial sources, as Mâle had insisted (see below).53 Instead, 
the tympanum’s organization and its elaboration of eschatological themes had 

Figure 19-3  Crypt Capital, Orans figure, Dijon, France. Source: photo courtesy of 
Robert A. Maxwell.
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much to do with the constraints of the sculptural field and how those constraints 
engendered certain iconographical solutions; for them, neither a pre‐existing text 
nor a chain of formal evolutions could alone “explain” the decorative program. 
In this sense, Focillon’s legacy was coming full circle: it had initially set new for-
mal study at a distance from iconographic interpretation as practiced by Mâle, 
yet now decades later a muted formalism reintegrated iconographic study. This 
approach received confirmation in a recent survey of Romanesque monumental 
arts, in which Vergnolle addressed on equivalent methodological terms the early 
sculpture of St.‐Génis‐des‐Fontaines and later work at Cluny.54 Although not slav-
ishly faithful to Focillon’s work, this latest discussion continues the exploration of 
form’s origins as an interpretative means for unlocking the defining qualities of 
the Romanesque as a distinct period style.

Figure 19-4  Diagram of capital profiles and épannelage. Source: reproduced from 
E. Vergnolle, Saint‐Benoît‐sur‐Loire.
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Content, Context, and the Sculptural Revival

For many nineteenth‐century amateurs of the Middle Ages, religious meaning, 
not form, was medieval art’s greatest legacy. The task of the archeologist was 
to uncover the theological bases for the assorted beasts, plants, and tunic‐clad 
figures that decorated these millennium‐old objects. This line of research pro-
duced voluminous compendia of iconographic interpretations, yet such works on 
the whole failed to consider subject matter as a defining quality of Romanesque 
sculpture or to entertain the possibility that content or meaning was somehow 
related to the condition of the period style. This position changed dramatically 
at the start of the twentieth century and within just a few decades scholarship’s 
preoccupation with texts and contexts inflected even geographic and formalist 
approaches to sculpture’s origins.55

This shift owed a great deal to Emile Mâle, whose publications made an 
important contribution to the specific definition of Romanesque sculpture in 
iconographic terms. Resurgent enthusiasm for Catholic teaching in France, 
as well as the philological underpinning of much art historical practice, drew 
Mâle and others to look specifically for sculpture’s origins in religious texts.56 
Although some simplified the matter to a purely philological issue, viewing 
pictures as just another form of textual transmission, Mâle viewed the rise of 
sculptural imagery as linked additionally to the survival of iconography in other 
visual media, especially from early Christian sources. “Christian iconography, 
born in the Near East, came to us ready‐made,” kept alive for centuries in 
the West through illuminated manuscripts (fig. 19-5). Romanesque sculptors 
incorporated novel motifs and ideas for the new medium, but all the same, the 
illuminated miniature “explains both the contorted aspect of our nascent sculp-
ture and profoundly traditional character of our iconography.”57 The “rebirth” 
of sculpture was thus crucially bound to iconographic expression in a textual 
mode. It is no wonder then that Mâle considered monasticism crucial to this 
revival, for the religious orders were the link to early Christian textual/icono-
graphic traditions. “Twelfth‐century art is above all a monastic art,” and sculpture 
was its religious codex in stone.58

This codicological view of origins overlapped with another growing concern, 
namely the relation of monumental sculpture to the minor arts.59 Comparisons 
to other media showed that the art of monumental carving, considered to 
have been entirely lost since Late Antiquity, was perpetuated in miniature form 
through metalwork, ivories, and gemstones. German scholars in particular had 
for a long time acknowledged sculpture’s debt to Carolingian and Ottonian art 
production,60 an orientation that reflected that country’s longstanding schol-
arly commitment to those periods. German specialists understood the revival 
of sculpture in the eleventh century as simply part of a continuous chain of 
stylistic and technical development, and so, whether researching the sculpture 
of the Rhineland, Saxony, or the Netherlands, drew upon the corpus of surviving 
Kleinkunst to demonstrate continuity with ninth‐ and tenth‐century art.61



Figure 19-5  Vision of St. John: E. Mâle’s comparison of sculptural (above) and 
manuscript iconography (below). Tympanum, south portal from La Lande-de-Fronsac, 
St. Pierre (above) and from Beatus Apocalypse, Bibliothèque nationale de France, MS 
nouv.acq.lat. 1366, fol. 12v (below). Source: reproduced with permission from James 
Austin, the Bibliotèque nationale de France, and Princeton University Press. Reproduced 
from E. Mâle, Religious Art in France: The Twelfth Century, figs. 7, 8.



452 	 Ro b e rt  A . M a x w e l l

Some authors working in this tradition sought more than stylistic comparisons, 
however, and attempted to understand the traits that set eleventh‐ and twelfth‐
century work apart. For them, the decisive change in Romanesque art was its new 
conception of scale and its mastery of volume that projected a truly sculptural 
presence. Wilhelm Vöge developed an approach to address these changes in his 
discussion of the “monumental” quality of early Gothic sculpture.62 Although 
he applied this term to the mid‐twelfth‐century figures of the Royal Portal at 
Chartres, it effectively articulated the sentiment that large sculpture was but a 
translation in scale of precious objects. In Germany, Vöge’s evocative writings 
profoundly influenced a generation of students, including Hermann Beenken and 
a young Erwin Panofsky.63 There was in these works a Formalist strain, and many 
scholars, applying Stilkritik indebted as much to Wöfflin as to the evolutionary 
aesthetics of Schnaase, produced stylistic categories without so much furthering 
discussion of monumentality or the material origins of the period style.64

A more contextual strain of German and French scholarship viewed the issue 
slightly differently. Some authors viewed the problem as one of religious value, 
attributing the rise of freestanding sculpture to a shift in importance of cult objects. 
Louis Bréhier was one of the first to draw attention to the statues of the seated 
Madonna – “Vierges reliquaires” –  as signal elements for the rebirth of sculp-
ture,65 and a number of scholars followed in this path. In Harald Keller’s impor-
tant study of Ottonian precedents,66 the reliquary function legitimated sculpture 
in the eyes of the church; it is only through this specific liturgical role that sculp-
ture gained a foothold among accepted artistic forms. Some scholars, though, 
such as Paul Deschamps67 and Hubert Schrade68 (whose essay directly challenged 
Keller’s thesis), while more or less acknowledging that liturgical function played 
some role in sculpture’s rebirth, diluted the effects of this one cause by setting it 
within broader considerations.69 Schrade emphasized changes in religious experi-
ence and belief, and for Deschamps, among many others, material and technical 
aspects illuminated sculpture’s affinities with other types of object. These latter 
discussions therefore considered monumental reliefs and metal retables as a single 
class of object (namely cultic) that naturally shared traditions of technique and 
craft; as the role of monumental productions grew, sculptors merely graduated 
to ever grander lapidary exploits.70 A number of surveys, such as those by Arthur 
Gardner (1931) and Millard F. Hearn (1981), endorse this general perspective. 
Thomas Lyman (1978) offered a qualifying note to the theory when he asserted 
that it was precisely a decline in metal arts that made skilled artists available.71

Origins for these scholars lay not in geographical explanations or philosophical 
approaches, but in material developments that addressed religious needs and 
functions. Over the course of the twentieth century, liturgical use, patronage, and 
artist’s techniques occupied an increasingly important place in sculpture studies 
as scholars looked outward from the object to understand the conditions of its 
production.72 Whereas Bréhier had drawn in 1912 a parallel in form and sacrality 
between large‐scale sculpture and small, tenth‐century Marian cult statues, when 
Ilene Forsyth treated the same subject in 1972, the methodological gulf between 
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them had widened considerably.73 Forsyth’s attention to a complex set of cultural 
conditions, chief among them changes in liturgy, doctrinal theology, popular 
devotion, and sculptural praxis, evinced a profoundly contextual turn, for which 
the origin of sculpture was not reducible either to form or content alone.

Although Mâle’s text‐bound studies did much to promote interest in areas such 
as pilgrimage, monastic spirituality, and liturgical drama, Meyer Schapiro’s studies 
collectively provided an equally important model for the contextual, or social‐
historical, approach. They addressed the specific problem of sculptural revival 
in terms of social critique. Pointing to images of secular musicians carved in the 
cloister at Silos and gestures of feudal homage at Souillac, and drawing upon the 
history, liturgy, and economics of those two sites, Schapiro drew attention to a 
set of social circumstances that he felt conditioned, even enabled, the sculptural 
revival.74 These specific sculptures provided testimony to the clash of the sacred 
and secular worlds, irrevocably brought together in the new twelfth‐century 
economy, and, most important of all, to the rise of the artist as an individual 
within an emerging class structure. The irruption of profane motifs into tradi-
tionally religious themes and settings marked for Schapiro not only a defining 
moment of Romanesque sculpture, but of history itself.

For other scholars, particularly in the 1930s and 1940s, the contextual view 
produced a different result. Sculpture’s revival was, if not an expression of the 
tensions caused when rising secular society invaded the once hermetic domain 
of religious art, as Schapiro believed, at least emblematic of an awakened human 
spirit. Jean Adhémar and Pierre Francastel discerned a self‐consciousness in the 
iconographic developments of the eleventh century, particularly in the reuse of 
motifs from antiquity.75 For Francastel, the manipulation in the twelfth century 
of lingering Classical traditions marked a significant shift in artistic conscious-
ness. On one hand, he said, the late eleventh‐century sculptural programs (such 
as at Toulouse) represented a monumentality that was a burden to the artist, too 
much under the weight of tradition; yet the sculptural play later (as at Charlieu) 
bore witness to a new freedom from tradition’s constraints.76 There is no way to 
explain this “miracle,” not by reference to Near Eastern iconographic roots or the 
belief in a genius artist, other than by the rise of a liberated spirit, the collective 
soul of a humanistic Renaissance. It is worth recalling that a similarly hopeful 
nostalgia, but in formal terms, framed Focillon’s writings of about the same date 
(although criticized by Francastel), as when he saw in an early eleventh‐century 
capital at Dijon the human form emerging from material bonds, creative humanity 
awakening after a long slumber (fig. 19-3).

Conclusion

Focillon’s approach had little in common with the methodological positions of 
Mâle or Schapiro; yet, as that final example demonstrates, the various theories 
of origins often shared some common intellectual ground. Different positions 
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overlapped and they certainly did so with more complexity than this brief chapter 
can adequately portray. Many of the scholars named above weighed in on not one 
but several approaches to the problem of origins. Focillon, for example, shared 
beliefs in the geographic sources of iconography with Mâle, just as Puig i Cada-
falch and Baum understood their architectural research as contributions to the 
definition of Romanesque sculpture as a distinct medium. The methodological 
lines drawn above, therefore, should be considered not as reflective of absolute 
doctrines but as representative of the intellectual spaces in which conflicting and 
complementary theories struggled to understand a style that had been introduced 
into academic discussion only relatively recently.

What is clear, however, is that these queries on origins were set in motion from 
the moment the art “became” Romanesque through the coining of that term. 
The discovered style (and period) required definition and clarification, whether 
through formal or iconographic criteria and whether tracing the style’s genesis 
to a place, a metaphysical essence, or a context. Some of these queries set about 
trying to understand Romanesque sculpture après la lettre; that is, the descriptive 
term determined the manner of research. This is particularly evident in the 
geographic research, for the name pressed the art historian onward to seek out 
what was Roman and what was not. The question of course could only have been 
so posed once the art was called Romanesque. Even those opposed to the notion 
of a Roman inheritance, looking to the North or the Near East for the style’s ori-
gins, placed too much faith in the heuristic value of the modern term, and they 
took to arguing against the term as if it were as determined as the style itself. The 
intertwined invocations of nations, regions, and race, resembled a search as much 
for Romanesque art’s origins as modern cultural ones.

Scholarship since the 1970s has focused less on resolving the specific place or 
time of Romanesque sculpture’s genesis. Many would agree that the reappearance 
of monumental sculpture on a wide scale in the eleventh century was a form of 
continuity with cultures past – Anglo‐Saxon and Carolingian, for example. Certain 
factors (social or political), as pointed out by Mâle and Schapiro among others, may 
have provided a special impetus along the way, giving a boost to sculpture as a cru-
cial artistic commodity in evolving cultural contexts. It is perhaps not without some 
significance that content and contextual studies, such as those by Mâle, Francastel, 
and Schapiro, as well as a few of those that look to the minor arts as precursors, 
“postpone” the revival of sculpture until the twelfth century. These scholars’ inter-
ests in iconography and context find better examples in that later period than in the 
abstract or geometric sculpture of the early eleventh century. Whereas discussion of 
geographic origins drew the Romanesque style back in time to Rome or the Near 
East, contextual studies brought the so‐called birth of Romanesque sculpture out 
of the eleventh century and into the twelfth. So much so, that Schapiro’s and Fran-
castel’s studies even attribute to this sculpture qualities that are often also associated 
with the Gothic period: the secularization of a new bourgeois Christendom, on the 
one hand, and individualistic humanism, on the other. Students of context brought 
Romanesque forward, closer to their era, and there too the search for Romanesque 
origins seemed at times equally as much a search for modern ones.
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The Historiography of  
Romanesque Manuscript  

Illumination
Adam S. Cohen

The term “Romanesque” conjures images of rounded arches and contorted 
figural sculpture, and a glance at any modern survey text underscores the 
primary place of architecture and relief in the presentation of Romanesque art. 
Manuscripts, on the other hand, seem to be included almost as an afterthought. 
As this chapter documents, this has long been the case. A historiographic examina-
tion of manuscript illumination of the eleventh and twelfth centuries reveals that 
considerations of style only slowly gave way to other concerns. In the process, 
Romanesque illuminations have gone from being disparaged medieval curiosities 
in the nineteenth century to valued historical artifacts in the present. I offer as 
a case‐study one well‐known illuminated manuscript, the Life of St. Edmund in 
the Pierpont Morgan Library in New York (MS M. 736), whose reception and 
treatment in the modern period is emblematic of the history of Romanesque 
manuscript illustration as a whole. This focus will be supplemented by broader 
analyses that highlight additional issues and important literature in the field.

Early Disparagement

The St. Edmund manuscript (hereafter called the VSE – Vita Sancti Eadmundi) 
is a collection of texts and 32 full‐page miniatures that tells the story of England’s 
ninth‐century martyr king.1 The earliest modern mention of the manuscript was 
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in the 1814 sales catalog of the John Towneley Collection, in which the book is 
described as “Life of St. Edmund, King of the East Angles, a most curious and 
valuable manuscript upon Vellum, executed about the year 1100 and illustrated 
with a series of singularly curious paintings emblematic of Edmund’s History, 
Legend and Miracles.”2 In 1817, the great bibliophile Thomas Frognall Dib-
din referred to the VSE as a manuscript “of extraordinary interest and curiosity” 
(which suggests he knew of the book only from the Towneley sales catalog).3 
In 1841 the VSE was sold to an eminent collector, Robert Holford, and soon 
discussed in print by Gustav Waagen, first professor of art history in Berlin and 
director of its Gemäldegalerie.4 Although Waagen considered it “a rich and 
well‐preserved specimen of the Old English art of the twelfth century,” at the 
same time he disparaged the style of the miniatures, speaking of the clumsy com-
positions and the “childish” execution of the forms with their long proportions 
and meager limbs (fig. 20-1).

As Hindman et al. have demonstrated, most nineteenth‐century writers clung 
to the Vasarian paradigm in which medieval art was the unfortunate inter-
lude between Classical and Renaissance art.5 This is evident in one of the earliest 
English publications devoted to reproducing medieval manuscripts, Henry 
Shaw’s Illuminated Ornaments: Selected from Manuscripts and Early Printed 
Books from the Sixth to the Seventeenth Centuries (1833). The introduction was 
written by the authoritative Sir Frederic Madden, keeper of manuscripts at the 
British Museum, whose highest praise was for Cimabue and Giotto; consequently, 
Italian Renaissance manuscript illuminations were most prized. Notably, Madden 
subdivided the Middle Ages into smaller categories. For the early period he used 
such geographic, ethnographic, or political terms as Visigothic, Franco‐Gallic, 
Irish or Hiberno‐Saxon, Lombardic, or the period of Charlemagne. But from 
the eleventh century on the terms are simply chronological – eleventh century, 
twelfth century, and so on. This basic schema, with minor differences, reappeared 
in other mid‐nineteenth century works.6

Nor was this a specifically English perspective. The most ambitious nineteenth‐
century attempts to reproduce medieval manuscripts were by two Frenchmen: 
Jean‐Baptiste‐Louis‐George Seroux d’Agincourt in 1823 and Comte Jean‐François‐
Auguste Bastard d’Estang from 1837 to 1846. In Seroux d’Agincourt’s com-
prehensive history of art, which began with a consideration of architecture, all 
manuscript painting from the eighth through thirteenth centuries was lumped 
together and characterized as being replete with bizarre figures and extravagant 
compositions; it was “the interval in which art appears to have reached the most 
miserable state.”7 In a more specialized work on manuscripts, Bastard d’Estang 
used terms similar to those of his English contemporaries: Merovingian and Lom-
bardic for the early Middle Ages, century divisions for the later material.8 Bastard 
d’Estang was motivated primarily by the idea of preserving and disseminating the 
heritage of French culture, and other nineteenth‐century treatments of medieval 
art were also rife with nationalistic concerns.



Figure 20-1  Charity of St. Edmund, from the Life of St. Edmund. New York: Pierpont 
Morgan Library, MS M 736, fol. 9r. Source: Pierpont Morgan Library.
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“Romanesque”

Despite the introduction of the term “Romanesque” into learned discourse about 
architecture toward the beginning of the nineteenth century,9 it was some time 
before the label was applied to manuscripts. This is evident in Paul Lacroix’s encyclo-
pedic Les arts au moyen âge et à l’époque de la Renaissance (1871).10 For architecture, 
a chapter subheading is called “Age de transition du roman au gothique,” though 
sculpture after the year 1000 is only divided into various regional schools without 
reference to Romanesque or Gothic. The first of two chapters on manuscripts was 
devoted to paleography, then considered the most important aspect of manuscript 
study. Such terms as Lombardic and Gothic appear, but not Romanesque. The 
second chapter focused on miniatures, and it is apparent that a fairly clear sense 
of the chronology and stylistic development of medieval manuscript painting was 
already taking the shape familiar today, although the terminology still reflected 
clear biases against certain medieval material. The explicit goal “is to signal the 
principal phases of perfection and decadence” in medieval painting, and it is evi-
dent that by the 1870s Gothic was a far less pejorative term than it had been earlier 
in the nineteenth century. After a consideration of painting under Charlemagne, 
there is a section on “the decadence of the miniature in the tenth century,” a 
period of utter debasement in art that only began to emerge from its fascina-
tion with grotesques around the third quarter of the twelfth century. This was 
“the birth of gothic art” that was noted for “beautiful manuscripts of the time 
of Saint Louis.” Furthermore, Lacroix’s nationalistic perspective is evident in the 
comparison of French manuscript painting with its “delicacy and taste” to the 
“most naive compositions” of German illumination.

A survey of the nineteenth‐century scholarship on Romanesque manuscript 
illumination shows several points of contact with the intellectual trends that 
animated studies of architecture and sculpture.11 These reveal the nationalistic 
and regional motivations of many authors and the general opprobrium accorded 
to medieval art in general and to eleventh‐ and twelfth‐century art in particular. 
In large measure this was the continued legacy of Vasari’s authority, but it also 
reflected contemporary concerns. The monarchical and statist impulses that drove 
a good deal of French scholarship tilted authors toward periods that were rich in 
royal products. They thus emphasized the ninth century under the Carolingians 
(one of the manuscripts of Charles the Bald is, notably, MS Lat. 1 in the Bibliothèque 
nationale) and the thirteenth century under Louis IX. In England, medieval book 
illumination was viewed negatively as a largely Catholic and foreign enterprise, 
in contrast to the “native” British ethos that was exemplified by medieval exam-
ples of naturalism.12 Consequently, late medieval painting was valued more highly 
than that of the eleventh and twelfth centuries, which likewise in England was a 
weak period for royal patronage of manuscripts.

Nationalistic motivations resulted in monumental efforts to collect, preserve, 
and publish the documents of national patrimonies throughout Europe. Thus 
the VSE was included in an 1897 volume of the English Rolls series. Whereas the 
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pictures had once attracted the attention of Dibdin and Waagen, the text of the 
Miracles was of primary interest to Thomas Arnold, who was responsible for col-
lecting all available materials about St. Edmund’s Abbey.13 Despite his intention 
to give “an exact account of the contents,” Arnold offered a brief description of 
only a handful of the illuminations.

Public and scholarly awareness of the VSE was assured at the beginning of the 
twentieth century by its inclusion in the ambitious folio volumes of 250 plates 
published by the New Palaeographical Society.14 In keeping with preferences for 
naturalistic and classicizing art, post‐Carolingian products were assessed rather nega-
tively. The VSE is described as “executed in a peculiar style,” while works of the thir-
teenth century, rather, are “refined,” “graceful,” and “beautiful.” Despite the overall 
negative view of the twelfth century, and the Society’s primary interest in paleogra-
phy, Sir George Frederic Warner, keeper of manuscripts at the British Museum, did 
provide a meticulous analysis of the textual and pictorial contents of the VSE, which 
serves as the basis for the Morgan Library’s current records.

The relationship between paleography and art is likewise seen in one of the first 
scholarly works dedicated to a study of manuscript illumination. In his 1885 Les 
manuscrits et la miniature, Albert Lecoy de la Marche, of the National Archives, 
sought to place manuscript illumination on the same scientific footing already ac-
corded paleography. His intellectual approach, clearly derived from paleography’s 
methods, emphasized stylistic characteristics in delineating “schools” of miniature 
painting. Lecoy de la Marche also was among the very first to transfer the term 
Romanesque to manuscript painting of the eleventh and twelfth century.

In his account, miniatures from the Merovingian, Carolingian, and Romanesque 
periods constituted a “first phase” characterized by a hieratic style that communi-
cated spirituality and symbolism in books made by and for churchmen. Roman-
esque illumination was notable for a slow expansion of subject matter, progress in 
drawing and the imitation of nature, and, above all, the development of luxurious 
and fantastic initials filled with grotesques. While there is little objectionable in his 
descriptions, the style is still regarded negatively in comparison to Gothic art, which 
Lecoy de la Marche hailed as the second, “naturalistic” phase.15 The relationship 
is summarized in an analogy (attributed to Léopold Delisle, the prolific curator of 
the Bibliothèque nationale), in which Romanesque is characterized as a chrysalis 
in winter wrapped in a sheath awaiting the spring.16 For Lecoy de la Marche, as 
for most writers of the nineteenth century, Romanesque manuscripts suffered by 
having neither the patina of Late Antique and early Christian manuscripts nor the 
incipient naturalism of Gothic manuscripts as precursors to the Renaissance.

Forming the Canon

In the first third of the twentieth century two phenomena contributed to the 
appreciation of Romanesque manuscripts: an increase in encyclopedic survey 
texts and specialized museum and library exhibitions. Both modes of presentation 
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shared a fundamental similarity in approach of the continuing struggle to define 
and classify Romanesque art.

One of the most ambitious surveys was the Histoire de l’art edited by André 
Michel. The second part of volume one was dedicated to “Romanesque art” 
and contained a chapter on manuscript painting in Northern Europe by Arthur 
Haseloff.17 According to Haseloff, the new Romanesque period began in the 
middle of the tenth century and lasted until about 1100, roughly coinciding 
with the period of the Ottonian rulers in Germany. English manuscript illumi-
nation also flourished in this period until it became more continental around 
1100, a date that also saw a marked change toward the Gothic style in France. 
Haseloff ’s approach expanded upon that of his nineteenth‐century predecessors; 
after briefly discussing the political and historical circumstances, he remarked on 
manuscript illumination in general before treating individual schools. Haseloff 
tried to provide a positive assessment of the Romanesque period’s lack of inter-
est in naturalism, and he even addressed the issue of the relationship of texts 
and images, although he was primarily interested in tracing stylistic sources and 
developments, categorizing manuscripts in terms of schools, and tracking the 
intricacies of the historiated initial.

In one of several medieval volumes of the Handbuch der Kunstwissenschaft, 
Julius Baum offered a more refined division of Romanesque art than that found 
in similar works.18 Now the term was split into three separate categories: Early, 
Middle, and Late Romanesque, each treated according to regional schools. Baum 
directly tackled the meaning of the word romanisch, acknowledging but not 
adequately explaining the connection to Rome. Instead, he relied on a noxious 
assessment by Georg Dehio and Gustav von Bezold that the earliest and highest 
flowering of the Romanesque style occurred in Germany and in those adjacent 
lands regenerated by German blood, spirit, and knowledge.19 When Baum turned 
to specific analyses of individual works or schools, however, his language was free 
of such sentiments, and he provided, like Haseloff, meticulous analyses of stylistic 
connections that would not be out of place in more recent surveys. On manu-
scripts like the VSE, he wrote, “the earlier style is represented by the St. Albans 
Psalter and Bury Bible with their long, stretched out figures, turned mostly in 
profile and sometimes exaggerated, and whose parallel arrangement makes them 
appear conspicuously and uniformly agitated.”

The exhibition of medieval manuscripts organized by the Burlington Fine 
Arts Club in 1908 marked a watershed in the appreciation of Romanesque art.20 
In his introduction to the catalog, Sydney Cockerell wrote that this exhibition 
was meant to surpass the 1904 Paris exposition devoted to “Primitifs français,” 
which was limited to French manuscripts from the thirteenth century and later. 
The London show had its own nationalistic bias in highlighting English prod-
ucts (though it did not exclude French and Italian works); the fact that England 
produced so many illuminated manuscripts from the seventh through thirteenth 
century likely motivated the more comprehensive chronological scope of the 
exhibition. Cockerell wrote that several twelfth‐century manuscripts, including the 
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VSE, “show a mastery of technique and an energy of imagination which cannot 
be too much admired. It may be well to point out that the very last of them was 
finished about seventy years before the birth of Giotto.”21 So much for Vasari, at 
least temporarily.

That Cockerell’s point was taken is evident from a review of the exhibition by 
Roger Fry, the champion of modernism. For Fry, who was so concerned with the 
formal qualities of painting, twelfth‐century English work presented the greatest 
achievement in manuscript illumination, the perfect fusion of “barbaric” color 
and “traditional” classicism.22 The formalist analysis in this review sounds very 
much like an appraisal of the Fauves, whose first exhibition had been just three 
years earlier; it is no coincidence that Romanesque art was increasingly valued 
by avant‐garde artists seeking to subvert the classical heritage.23 Nonetheless, 
Fry’s description of the VSE, which included references to “childish delight” 
and “primitive feeling,” shows that while Romanesque style was beginning to be 
appreciated, the rehabilitation of the period’s products was not wholesale.

In 1927 the Bibliothèque nationale in Paris mounted a major exhibition of 
material from the early medieval through Romanesque periods. In the catalog, 
Philippe Lauer provided a general history of manuscripts before the Romanesque, 
including a lengthy section on the Carolingians, presumably because of the library’s 
rich holdings in that area.24 The tenth and eleventh centuries under the Ottonians 
are not included in Romanesque, nor is English painting of the time (a result, 
perhaps, of a nationalistic perspective). While Lauer spoke of “the romanesque 
age,” “romanesque art,” and “the romanesque style,” nowhere does he actually 
use  the term “romanesque manuscript.” This suggests that, unlike “Gothic,” 
“Romanesque” was not yet universally employed as an umbrella term for the period 
between the Carolingians/Ottonians and the Gothic. More important is Lauer’s 
explicit recognition that French Romanesque painting is characterized by a lack of 
unity, an assessment implicit in earlier treatments of the multiple schools of painting 
during the eleventh and twelfth centuries.

It was also in 1927 that the VSE was purchased for the Pierpont Morgan Library 
in New York. In his introduction to a 1933–1934 exhibition catalog of Morgan 
manuscripts, Princeton’s Charles Rufus Morey provided an overview of the 
history of manuscript illumination that in many ways was much in keeping with 
contemporary European ideas like those of Baum: “As time goes on, racial force 
asserts itself, and the figures become more savage and Teutonic, finally evolving 
that strong, solid type which passes into Romanesque sculpture.”25

By the middle of the twentieth century, scholars had largely accomplished what 
their nineteenth‐century predecessors had sought to do: map the stylistic and 
regional contours of Romanesque art. This is evident in some of the specialized 
investigations of illuminated manuscripts from this period. Among the earliest was 
Albert Boeckler’s Abendländische Miniaturen bis zum Ausgang der romanischen 
Zeit. In his treatment of the VSE, Boeckler grouped the manuscript with a series of 
drawings in a manuscript (MS 120) belonging to Pembroke College, Cambridge, 
and the so‐called St. Albans Psalter.26 In his analysis of these works, Boeckler 
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characterized them as “monotonous” because of the uniformity in composition and 
the stale repetition of figures that displayed little movement. In addition, “rarely 
does a fan‐like, fluttering piece of drapery break loose. The movement remains 
stiff and clumsy with regard to the intensely vehement gestures as well.”27 Such  
descriptive language, especially the alliteration in German, is exquisite, but the 
perception is hardly more favorable than earlier attitudes about the VSE. More-
over, it would constitute the norm for decades to come.28 Only in the middle 
of the twentieth century did writers begin to describe the style of the VSE and 
other Romanesque paintings without negative value judgments.

As long as style was the primary consideration for scholars of Romanesque 
art, three interrelated concerns dominated discourse in the field. First, to what 
extent could Morellian connoisseurship distinguish the hands of different artists? 
Second, what were the sources and channels of stylistic transmission between 
artists and regions? And third, when did Romanesque style begin and end?

Perhaps the supreme example of the first two issues is the treatment of the art-
ists of the Winchester Bible, especially by Walter Oakeshott (fig. 20-2).29 Scholars 
generally agree that some of the same artists worked on the Winchester Bible in 
the 1160s and the frescoes in the chapter house in Sigena, Spain, in the 1180s. 
Analyses of individual hands led to broader theories about the itinerant nature 
of professional lay artists in the twelfth century: their freedom of movement, 
contrasted with the cloistering of monastic artists in previous centuries, enabled 
such artists to absorb styles from different regions and to spread them throughout 
Europe. Above all, the motor that propelled Romanesque style was contact with 
Byzantine art, often through the intermediary of Norman Sicily.30

Explicating the relationship of Western European art to Byzantine models had 
long been a central preoccupation of twentieth‐century scholars,31 including Otto 
Pächt in the magisterial study on the St. Albans Psalter written in collaboration with 
C.R. Dodwell and Francis Wormald.32 In a wide‐ranging iconographic and stylistic 
analysis of the miniatures, Pächt identified sources in Anglo‐Saxon, Carolingian, 
Ottonian, and Byzantine art, though he pinpointed the most important models in 
the Italo‐Byzantine sphere. The confluence of iconographic and stylistic models in 
Italy led Pächt to state that “the conclusion seems inescapable that the founder of 
the St. Albans school of painting had experienced that art in the flesh and that he 
had gone through a period of Italian training of some sort.” Based on a stylistic 
analysis of this artist, dubbed the Alexis Master, Pächt assembled an oeuvre that 
included the miniatures of the VSE.

At the heart of such analysis is the idea that individual artists can be identified 
and distinguished, and that entire periods can be similarly characterized and 
distinguished from others. Such a Hegelian view posits that there is something 
definable specifically as “Romanesque,” which partakes of the particular zeitgeist 
of that period and cannot, by definition, be “Gothic.”33 This premise compelled 
scholars to define precisely when Romanesque art, including its manifestations in 
manuscript painting, could be said to begin and end. Basic disagreement well into 
the twentieth century about what the term meant with regard to book painting 



Figure 20-2  Elkhanah and his wives; Hannah (I Samuel), from the Winchester Bible. 
Winchester Cathedral Library, fol. 88r. Source: reproduced by permission of the Dean 
and Chapter of Winchester/Winchester Cathedral Library.
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and which historical periods composed “the Romanesque” did not stop scholars 
from accepting the validity of the Hegelian imperative and continuing to proffer 
working definitions.34

This overriding desire for categorization and definition resulted in a view of 
Romanesque art that privileged certain objects – like the Winchester Bible – that 
were understood as conforming to and shaping the prevailing norm and margin-
alized others that fell outside the parameters of the paradigm. A case in point is 
a British Museum publication devoted to Romanesque book painting, in which 
D.H. Turner stated, “If we want to assign arbitrary dates to the beginning and end 
of the Romanesque period – and a style knows, of course, no exact limits – 1049 
and 1180 are convenient.”35 The fact that such categorization was incompatible 
with stylistic concerns did not give Turner pause. The dates chosen are grounded 
in historical phenomena: the Gregorian reform of the church and the ascendance 
of Philip Augustus to the throne of France. The latter date was meant to indicate 
the second “fundamental characteristic[s] of Romanesque … [I]t was art in the 
creation of which France did not play the centralizing role she did in the Gothic 
period.” In other words, what characterized Romanesque art was that it was not 
French Gothic art, the teleological end to which Romanesque was destined. For 
Turner, as for so many scholars, “Romanesque” was an abstract, almost Platonic 
idea whose essential characteristics were formal and stylistic. Consequently, such 
objects as Montecassino manuscripts are described as “too freakish to be regarded 
as a true manifestation of Romanesque” – despite the fact that they conform to 
Turner’s chronological timeline and to his characterization of Romanesque as a 
decidedly ecclesiastical period (fig. 20-3).

Carl Nordenfalk provided the classic articulation of this stylistic approach in 
a lengthy essay in the popular Skira series, which brought generous color repro-
ductions to the familiar survey format.36 Although Nordenfalk was one of the 
twentieth century’s most astute and prolific scholars of medieval manuscripts, in 
his wide‐ranging survey of Romanesque illumination stylistic analysis remained 
the crux of the matter. His comparison of two eleventh‐ and twelfth‐century 
illustrations is a tour de force of stylistic analysis:

Fundamental to the High Romanesque style is a consistent effort to build up form 
by means of separate compartments or panels, like pieces of a jigsaw puzzle … Most 
of these [units] are given the form of rounded‐off triangles, circumscribed by soft 
“V” folds whose contours are duplicated on occasion. Here and there we find a 
group of nested “V” folds.37

Nordenfalk also treated at length the development of the exuberant initials common 
in Romanesque manuscripts, and, in an important departure from previous over-
views, provided an extensive consideration of the principal types of manuscripts, 
including the illustrated saint’s life, of which the VSE was one example.

The VSE had already been included in a survey of illustrated saint’s lives by 
Francis Wormald, whose 1952 article was a catalyst for the shift toward concern 
with book type and manuscript function.38 Wormald offered an iconographic 
insight when he compared the Flagellation of Edmund in the VSE to the Flagellation 
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of Christ in the St. Albans Psalter, which to him demonstrated the reliance of the 
Vita artist on the representation of the Passion. The ideological implications of this 
comparison would be brought out by later scholars; Wormald was more concerned 
with sketching the contours of the vita genre. His conclusion that this type of 

Figure 20-3  Initial “D,” from a Montecassino Psalter. London: British Library, Add. 
MS 18859, fol. 24v. Source: reproduced by permission of the British Library.
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book flourished from 950 to 1200 as a “mirror for monks, part of the relics of the 
monastery” would make it the Romanesque book par excellence according to 
definitions prevailing in the mid‐twentieth century.

Beginning in the 1960s, monographic treatments of individual manuscripts 
became increasingly common. Whereas previous generations of scholars had 
sought to delineate the major contours of a given region or artistic school 
(a process that continued for those few schools remaining to be “cataloged”39), 
scholars began to delve deeper into the place of a particular manuscript within 
a given group. For example, Elizabeth Parker McLachlan used iconographic 
and stylistic analyses to disentangle the various hands of the Bury St. Edmunds 
scriptorium and the connections of the VSE to contemporary St. Albans man-
uscripts.40 A summary version of this approach can be found in the magisterial 
catalog of English Romanesque manuscripts by C.M. Kauffmann, which, like 
its counterparts by Elisabeth Klemm and Walter Cahn, contains a synthetic 
overview, generous pictures, detailed bibliographic information, and a wealth 
of insights on individual manuscripts.41

An increasing emphasis on iconography is seen in studies from the 1970s.42 Ico-
nography had long been a topic of interest among medieval scholars, represented 
most forcefully by Emile Mâle, who sought nothing less than a complete decod-
ing of the symbolism of medieval art.43 Later generations of scholars have rejected 
many of Mâle’s premises  –  that there is a unified thought process behind 
all medieval art, or that one must find contemporary medieval texts upon which 
to base interpretations of specific objects  – but the impact of the iconographic 
method can hardly be underestimated. Although more iconographic analysis has 
been devoted to Romanesque tympanum sculpture than to manuscript painting, 
work by Adolf Katzenellenbogen, for example, or Walter Cahn demonstrates the 
possibilities for understanding illuminations through this method of interpretation.44

Beyond Style and Iconography

In the past several decades, such issues as patronage, function, reception, and 
gender have dominated the field. Studies addressed to these concerns are notable 
for breaking down disciplinary boundaries and often incorporate more than one 
interpretive mode. Unlike earlier analyses of style or iconography, which sought 
to assign any given object a single classification or meaning, studies that embed 
medieval art in historical and cultural contexts demonstrate that objects can have 
multiple audiences and meanings that allow for multiple interpretations. Barbara 
Abou‐el‐Haj, for example, situated the creation of the VSE in the context of 
conflict between the Abbey of St. Edmunds and both the king and local bishop-
ric over control of the abbey’s holdings.45 According to this reading, the manu-
script’s pictures, like the ambitious new twelfth‐century church building and the 
renewed interest in the hagiographic literature on St. Edmund, were products of 
the monastery’s attempts to assert its rights and promote the authority and power 
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of their saint to fend off royal and episcopal challenges. Recently, Julia Ricker has 
extended this consideration of the corporate aspect of the VSE in her analysis of 
Bury St. Edmunds as a cult site.46

Studies of corporate patronage have produced important results especially for 
Cistercian monasticism. Investigations range from Conrad Rudolph’s analysis 
of a particular book, the famous Cîteaux Moralia in Job,47 to Yolanta Zaluska’s 
consideration of the entire scriptorium,48 to Nigel Palmer’s investigation of an 
important Cistercian library.49 Patronage studies, however, focus most frequently 
on individuals.50 Considerations of patronage have often been intertwined with 
feminist perspectives. The St. Albans Psalter is a case in point. Although Christina 
of Markyate had already been linked to the manuscript by Adolph Goldschmidt 
in his 1895 Der Albanipsalter in Hildesheim, Madeline Caviness has argued that 
the continued use of the name “St. Albans Psalter,” as propagated by Pächt et al., 
marginalizes Christina in modern discourse.51 Such scholars as Magdalena Carrasco 
have tried to recover how Christina’s ownership of the psalter might have played 
a role in the pictorial program and function of the book.52 Kristine Haney, how-
ever, denied to Christina any role in the manufacture of the psalter; instead, she 
combines a traditional study of sources with newer considerations derived from 
reader‐response theory to emphasize how the psalter would have functioned within 
the “pedagogical, intellectual and devotional practices of the Anglo‐Normans.”53 
While debate over Christina and other aspects of the psalter continues unabated,54 
feminist scholarship can be credited with reintroducing Hildegard of Bingen into 
the art historical conversation (fig. 20-4).55

Feminists have not been the only ones to challenge the inherited paradigms 
that have guided medieval art history. Michael Camille’s study of the histori-
cal bifurcation of texts and images in scholarship on the St. Albans/Christina 
of Markyate Psalter demonstrates how disciplinary boundaries have hampered a 
better understanding of this manuscript.56 Similarly, Jonathan Alexander has con-
sidered the VSE in his critique of an essentialist ethnic view of medieval art that 
prevailed in earlier art history; his criticism of Pächt’s assertion that the Alexis 
Master had to be a Norman calls into question the often unspoken view of artistic 
style as genetically determined.57

While most studies of the last quarter‐century overtly claim to be rectifying 
some historiographic error, those that make the greatest contributions do so by 
building on scholarship of the past and keeping the medieval material, not the 
scholarly discourse, at the center of the argument. Cynthia Hahn, for example, 
has focused on how the VSE embodied institutional ideas and values not just 
as a political tool but also as a hagiographic instrument to advance the claim 
that Edmund was a national saint par excellence.58 In her original article and 
subsequent book,59 Hahn gauged the meaning of the manuscript by considering 
the narrative structure of the pictorial program. The issue of narrative is not a new 
one; in 1962 Pächt published The Rise of Pictorial Narrative in Twelfth‐Century 
England, a work that continues to command scholarly attention.60 But Hahn 
masterfully integrated a consideration of how narrative works within a framework 



Figure 20-4  Hildegard of Bingen and Volmer from the “Scivias” [“Know the ways of 
the Lord”]. Formerly Wiesbaden, Hessische Landesbibliothek, MS 1, fol. 1r. Source: 
photo courtesy of Erich Lessing/Art Resource, NY.
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that elucidates how illuminated saints’ lives functioned as critical components 
of religious devotion and affective piety. In her reading, manuscripts like the 
VSE become unparalleled documents for understanding the cultural context of a 
twelfth‐century monastic community and the role its illustrated vitae would have 
played in the ritual practices of its members.

Another genre of illustrated book, the bestiary, was especially popular in 
England. Xenia Muratova has considered these manuscripts not only in terms of 
style and iconography, but also of text and image and especially of patronage and 
workshop practice.61 More recently, Ron Baxter has focused on the structure and 
use of the manuscripts,62 while Debra Higgs Strickland has suggested that people 
in the Middle Ages, particularly in the context of the crusades, used images of 
monstrous beasts as a paradigm for constructing negative views of non‐Christian 
“others.”63

The Romanesque period is noted above all for its Bibles. These were the sub-
ject of a full‐scale study by Walter Cahn, in which iconography and patronage are 
considered alongside style, artistic production, and regional affiliation.64 Richer 
results are possible, naturally, in monographic treatments of individual Bibles. 
In their studies of the Floreffe and Gumbertus Bibles, Anne‐Marie Bouché 
and Veronika Pirker‐Aurenhammer have demonstrated the deeply learned and 
intricate programs that could be embedded in eleventh‐ and twelfth‐century 
manuscripts (fig.  20-5).65 Their investigations, though based on traditional 
iconographic analysis, consider didactic programs and narrative strategies to 
reveal how visual exegesis would have been understood and used by viewers as 
an exercise in visual theology.

In sum, recent scholarship offers nuanced reconsiderations of old questions 
and brings new insights to familiar books like Bibles and missals or to newly con-
sidered genres like illustrated commentaries or cartularies.66 Romanesque style is 
being re‐examined to assess how meaning is embedded in form and style and how 
philosophical and exegetical discourse both inform and are expressed through 
pictorial means.67 Re‐evaluations of the relationship of Western to Byzantine art 
explore not only the stylistic connections but also the motivations for artists to 
appropriate and manipulate Byzantine models.68 And, of course, scholars continue 
to offer interpretations of the iconographic or symbolic meaning of individual 
monuments, themes, and even Romanesque art as a whole.69

Looking Forward

In the nineteenth century, the VSE was considered a curiosity and disparaged 
because of its figural style. Although exhibitions and new reproduction techniques 
made manuscripts more available for public and scholarly scrutiny, it was some 
time before the style and meaning of eleventh‐ and twelfth‐century manuscripts 
began to be appreciated and understood on their own terms. Exhibitions involving 
Romanesque art were and continue to be products of national or local interests. 



Figure 20-5  Personifications of the Virtues and Works of Mercy, from the Floreffe 
Bible. London: British Library, Add. MS 17738, fol. 3v. Source: reproduced by 
permission of the British Library.
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Although there has been a notable shift from concerns with style70 to those of pro-
duction and function in such exhibitions,71 it seems that Romanesque exhibitions 
are once again in disfavor compared with early Christian, Byzantine, early medi-
eval, and Gothic art, all of which have been the subject of important international 
exhibitions in the past several years. This, of course, is cyclical; manuscripts were 
an important component of a major 2005 exhibition in Paris,72 and other such 
exhibitions will no doubt be mounted as curators and institutions turn attention 
to neglected material.

While catalogs presumably will continue to document exhibitions and perhaps 
to concretize current scholarship in printed volumes, the internet and the World 
Wide Web are making medieval manuscripts increasingly available on a global 
scale. Libraries and museums have invested tremendously in making their hold-
ings accessible to the public; the number of manuscripts now wholly available 
electronically has jumped exponentially since the first edition of this chapter in 
2006. In 2018, researchers can now sit at a computer and easily access thousands 
of manuscripts with the click of a button and zoom in to see details in digital 
high‐resolution that might otherwise be overlooked. “Digital humanities” has 
become a growing field, although its impact on the study of Romanesque manu-
script illumination remains to be seen.

One drawback of the new technology is the ephemeral nature of some websites. 
In 2005, one could refer to the Edmund of East Anglia project, through which 
the Richard Rawlinson Center for Anglo‐Saxon Studies and Manuscript Research 
at Western Michigan University made available 18 color images from the VSE, 
but that website was suspended in 2007.73 Fortunately, however, images from the 
entire manuscript, as well as a full description and bibliography, are now available 
directly through CORSAIR, the website of the Morgan Library & Museum.74 
Such institutional websites are more likely to endure, but the concerns linger. 
The impressive virtual facsimile of the St. Albans Psalter produced by the Univer-
sity of Aberdeen (with page‐by‐page transcriptions and essays by noted scholars 
that provide an updated version of the original Pächt, Wormald, and Dodwell 
volume)75 is still available but no longer updated; one must now go to a website 
personally maintained by the noted scholar Peter Kidd.76

Technology aside, scholars will inevitably continue to build on old method-
ologies (e.g., by finding new connections through codicology, paleography, and 
visual analysis) even as they seek new intellectual approaches to familiar material. 
The most recent work on the VSE has focused on Edmund’s severed head, 
reflecting a broader current academic interest in the physical body;77 it is likely no 
coincidence that in this age of digital reproduction, to invoke Walter Benjamin, 
more scholars are also paying even closer attention to the physicality of Roman-
esque manuscripts.78 Another welcome trend is interdisciplinarity: some of the 
most important work on the VSE and other English illuminated manuscripts, 
for example, has been done by Rodney Thomson, who is not an art historian.79 
Similarly, Mary Carruthers’s intellectual history of medieval memory provides an 
important perspective for understanding Romanesque manuscripts,80 and scholarship 
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dealing with such media as textiles and sculpture can potentially cast light on the 
style and function of manuscript illumination.81

Inevitably, scholars will continue to critique the modern reception and inter-
pretation of Romanesque manuscripts and to integrate these objects into broader 
understandings of medieval art. Manuscript Illumination in the Modern Age by 
Hindman et al., for example, fundamentally alters our view of the modern status 
of the medieval manuscript, although its focus on England and France perpetuates 
a long-standing emphasis on those countries; attention to Germany, for example, 
would have revealed that perhaps the very first modern manuscript facsimiles were 
produced in Bamberg before 1738.82 Future scholarship will certainly have to 
direct more attention not only to German material but also to eastern European 
works that have received scant attention in Western literature.

Despite the conceptual expansion of art historical literature in the past 30 years, 
questions of terminology and definition remain as vexing as they were two cen-
turies ago. Throughout the nineteenth century, authors were slow to apply the 
architectural and sculptural term “Romanesque” to manuscripts, but by the end 
of the twentieth century the concept had become fixed in the survey books. In the 
2016 edition of Janson’s History of Art, manuscript illumination takes a back seat 
to architecture and sculpture and fits uneasily into the chapter’s overall definition 
of Romanesque.83 But the pendulum may be swinging: in Medieval Art, Veronica 
Sekules abjured “Romanesque” and “Gothic” for art between the eleventh and 
fifteenth centuries. With regard to manuscript illumination, I would argue that 
“Romanesque” is meaningless and that no single term adequately conveys the 
richness and complexity of this material. A twenty‐first‐century scholar may yet 
devise better nomenclature, but until then it would be wise to combine nineteenth‐
century chronological terms with the more sophisticated intellectual constructs of 
the late twentieth and early twenty‐first century.
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77	 Mittman, “Answering the Call,” and Mills, “Talking Heads.”
78	 See, for example, the work of Kathryn Gerry, or Nancy Turner in Collins et al., The 

St. Albans Psalter.
79	 See, among others, Thomson, “Early Romanesque” and The Bury Bible.
80	 Carruthers, The Book of Memory and The Craft of Thought.
81	 Such studies have been done for the Gothic period, but not the Romanesque: Oliver, 

“Worship of the Word,” and the works of Jeffrey Hamburger; see his essays collected 
in The Visual and the Visionary.

82	 These were made by Johann Graff, subcustodian of the Bamberg Cathedral from 
1722 until 1749. For his manuscript copies, see Baumgärtel‐Fleischmann, ed., 
Ein Leben, esp. pp. 166–179. I thank Dr. Bernhard Schemmel, Director of the 
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The Study of Gothic 
Architecture
Stephen Murray

What Is Gothic?

The understanding of “Gothic” architecture involves the assessment of product 
and process. The first approach, systematized over the past two centuries, applies 
a check‐list of required features including the pointed arch, lightweight ribbed 
vault, highly developed buttressing (perhaps including flyers) and structure based 
upon a skeleton of cut stone (ashlar) rather than the massive rubble walls of 
earlier “Romanesque.” This combination produces a light‐filled and spacious 
interior and jagged exterior massing. The story of Gothic, told in traditional 
terms, recounts the mid‐twelfth‐century assembly of these features to create a 
radically new structural system in and around the Ile‐de‐France, the perfection of 
that system circa 1200, its “triumph” and “spread” to England, Germany, Spain, 
and Italy, its transformation over time, and its demise soon after 1500.

The second approach (process)  –  manifestly more attractive to modern 
audiences  –  focuses upon the cultural framework of architectural production, 
correlating economic transformations, new agrarian methods, industry, commerce 
and the growth of towns, technology, and rationalized stone production, the 
newly expanded mission of the church and new forms of liturgical and devo-
tional practice, the increasing power of the French monarchy, and supra‐regional 
interactions that led to intense interest in a common set of forms that might be 
appropriated and exploited to meet a wide range of regional needs. Process meets 
product, of course, in our own experiential response to the building itself.
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The challenge is to deal with the full range of cultural variations that accom-
panied construction while at the same time recognizing and accounting for the 
power of that unmistakable Gothic “look.”

Problems and Resources

The principal resource for the study of the Gothic architecture lies in the buildings 
themselves. More than metonymy where the idea of the Middle Ages can be con-
veyed by a building or a group of buildings, the edifice provides direct physical access 
to the spaces, and contact with the material substance of the past. Buildings, more-
over, may possess the power to affect us: not just through the miracle of survival and 
the “message” that might be found “encoded” in their spaces and forms, but also 
because of the artifice of builders who may have endowed the edifice with the power 
to move us to a sense of the beautiful or sublime. Our first problem is reconciling 
our experiential responses with the task of dealing with buildings as entities that can 
go beyond the written document in providing vital access to the past.

The student must form a direct and personal relationship with the raw material 
of study, the buildings themselves, visiting as many as possible and developing a 
systematic way of looking, understanding, documenting, and interpreting what is 
seen. These abilities cannot be learned entirely in the classroom nor from a book: 
they are acquired through an extended dialectic between the buildings, the writ-
ten sources, and interactions with the community of scholars: between the active 
and the contemplative lives. Work must, of course, begin with an evaluation of 
the extent to which our buildings have been transformed physically, existing now 
in a context (urban and cultural) that may have little to do with the situation in 
which they were created.1

“Interpretation” brings the assessment of the relationship between the 
monument and similar contemporaneous edifices (“style”) as well as the search 
for an understanding of that building in relation to the physical and cultural cir-
cumstances that attended its construction and use (“context”). Unable to visit 
countless edifices, the student quickly becomes dependent upon various kinds of 
representation. First, we have images of buildings made using mechanical means. 
Slides and photographs have long been accepted – sometimes thoughtlessly – as 
surrogates for the building.2 At the end of this chapter I will refer to the new 
world of digital images, websites, and laser scanning. And then there are graphic 
images made manually – plans, sections, axonometric renderings, and, from an 
earlier age, lithographs, engravings, paintings, and sketches.3

“Representation,” of course, brings not only images, but also the secondary 
sources written by post‐medieval (art) historians. As far as the story of Gothic is 
concerned, the pages of the book tend to impose a linear structure upon the 
narrative with two‐dimensional linkages between buildings that are three dimen-
sional, creating deceptive order out of ambiguity and complexity.

Then, the student must become a historian of medieval life, addressing prob-
lems of function, the role of the patron, the artisan, sources of revenue, mechanics 



	T  h e  St u dy  o f   G ot h i c  A r c h it e c t u r e 	 491

of construction, the dynamic political, economic, and religious contexts, and what 
the building might have meant to medieval builder and user.4 This leads to primary 
written sources from the time of construction, now scattered in countless libraries and 
archives – including great centralized collections (for example, the Public Records 
Office or the British Library in London, or in Paris the Bibliothèque nationale or 
Archives nationales) – and also local collections: for example, the French Archives 
départementales. First consult published anthologies such as Mortet and Deschamps, 
Frisch, Panofsky, Frankl, and Binding and Speer.5 The student may then proceed to 
the inventories of the archive(s) that pertain(s) to the object of study.

Primary written sources are narrative or non‐narrative. The narrative source 
provides a contemporary account of construction: for example, Gervase of Can-
terbury’s story of the reconstruction of the cathedral choir,6 or Abbot Suger’s 
writings on Saint‐Denis.7 The non‐narrative source results from the process of 
construction: building accounts, contracts, chapter deliberations, and legal doc-
uments. Works that depend heavily upon such non‐narrative sources include 
Colvin,8 Ackerman,9 Panofsky,10 Murray,11 Erskine,12 Cailleaux,13 and Vroom.14 
Of particular importance are building (or fabric) accounts, fiscal documents left 
by the day‐to‐day record‐keeping for Gothic construction. The earliest surviving 
accounts belong to the mid‐thirteenth century: the prolific material of the four-
teenth and fifteenth centuries provides enormous amounts of information about 
sources of revenue, as well as expenses for artisans and materials.

From the written sources we learn that medieval people might be perfectly 
aware of the visual differences between “Romanesque” and “Gothic” “styles.” 
Descriptive epithets for the phenomenon will, of necessity, refer to time (new-
ness) and place. Thus, Gervase of Canterbury provided a systematic comparison 
between the old cathedral choir and new edifice built after the 1174 fire. By the 
later thirteenth century we find an epithet that embodies the idea of place and 
cultural identity: the German chronicler, Burkhard von Hall (d. 1300) described 
the new construction at Wimpfen‐in‐Tal as “French Work.”15

Graphic sources begin in the first part of the thirteenth century with the famous 
litte book (carnet) of drawings left by Villard de Honnecourt and his followers.16 
By the end of the thirteenth century such plans and drawings become more 
common; German Late Gothic generated huge amounts of material.17

While we have differentiated three avenues: work on the building, relating that 
building to others, and locating it within a range of contexts, meanings, and 
functions, the student will probably undertake all tasks simultaneously. In finding 
various kinds of working method and synthesizing framework, the student will 
place themself within the history of interpretation or historiography.

Historiography

How did “Gothic” get its name? The earliest applications of the epithet to 
Northern architecture were associated with disapproval fostered in the decades 
around 1500 by Italian humanists for whom “Germanic” or “Gothic” was 
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synonymous with rustic, or barbaric.18 Raphael, in a letter of 1519, derided a 
form of architecture said to have resulted from the tying together of the branches 
of forest trees to create forms akin to pointed arches, yet conceded that such 
architecture could not be altogether bad, as derived from Nature, the only 
legitimate inspiration for all art.

Students might be troubled by the apparent absurdity of naming an architec-
tural phenomenon of the twelfth and later centuries after fifth‐century Germanic 
invaders of the Roman Empire – the Goths who fostered no tradition in stone 
architecture. Yet despite attempts to find an alternative (“Saracenic,” “Ogival,” 
“Pointed”), “Gothic” has stuck. Indeed, with its power to collapse time and to 
link form with alleged ethnic roots and function, this is a most powerful and sug-
gestive epithet. The elements of the Classical orders embodied in the first gen-
eration of mid‐twelfth‐century “Gothic” buildings pointed emphatically to the 
past – Christian Triumph in the Late Roman Empire and the period of Gothic 
migrations that had seen the first establishment of the Northern Church through 
the agency of the saints. And there is a distinct possibility that ideas concerning 
natural origins (the forest) were deliberately nurtured by the patrons and builders 
of Late Gothic churches in Germany and possibly elsewhere.19

One is led to expect an “end” to Gothic in the early sixteenth century, followed 
by a period of negative reaction, then revival in the late eighteenth to nineteenth 
centuries.20 Yet the northern skyline was still dominated by the churches and 
cathedrals of the earlier age. And by the seventeenth century local antiquarians 
began to unravel the history of the monuments that formed local identity – the 
writing of the history of Gothic architecture had begun.21

A series of interlocking concerns led people to look at Gothic architecture with 
new vision.

Romanticism in literature. Expressions of appreciation of Gothic were ren-
dered eloquent by (for example) Johann Wolfgang von Goethe (1749–1832) and 
Johann Gottfried von Herder (1744–1803).22 Gothic was viewed as a personal 
affective experience as well as the expression of cultural or national identity 
(German, English, French, etc.).23

The French Revolution lent additional poignancy to the romantic yearning for 
the past. François René Chateaubriand (1768–1848) expressed it most beautifully:

One could not enter a Gothic church without a kind of shudder and a vague con-
sciousness of God. One would find oneself suddenly carried back to the times when 
cloistered monks, after they had meditated in the forests of their monasteries, cast 
themselves down before the altar and praised the Lord in the calm and silence of 
the night.24

“Scientific” approaches sought to identify the internal logic (system) of a building 
and to locate it within a class or “type,” matching parallel methods in the natural 
sciences. Classification was only possible when large numbers of edifices had 
been “collected” as specimens  –  visited, studied, and published. John Britton 
(1771–1857) pioneered the mass production of cheaply produced engravings.25 
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The similar enterprise for French monuments came a little later with the Voyages 
pittoresques.26 Thomas Rickman (1776–1841) provided the equipment necessary 
to classify the hundreds of monuments that were now becoming available in pub-
lished form based upon the establishment of “styles” with common characteristics 
that could be fixed chronologically.27

By the early nineteenth century it was realized that Gothic should be assessed as 
an organic system responding to functional, aesthetic, and structural requirements. 
The breakthrough to the critical monograph may be associated with names like 
Johannes Wetter (1806–1897) and Robert Willis (1800–1878). Wetter aligned the 
forms of Mainz Cathedral with datable monuments elsewhere, analyzing its struc-
ture as a skeleton of stone efficiently conceived from the top downwards in relation 
to vertical load and outward thrust.28 Willis’s monograph on Canterbury Cathedral 
still provides a model combination of the critical written sources (the Tractatus of 
Gervase of Canterbury) and careful study of the forms of the building itself.29

The institutionalization of the study of medieval architecture was furthered by 
the establishment in 1823 of the Société des Antiquaires de Normandie, an orga-
nization that provided the model for the much more famous Société française 
d’archéologie, with its Bulletin monumental and Congrès archéologique, which from 
1834 met annually in different cities, providing a vital framework for research and 
publication.

Conservation and restoration. The French Revolution had nationalized assets 
necessary to sustain the fabric of the church. The convergence (1830s) of the 
pressing physical needs of neglected or mutilated edifices with the increasing 
sensitivity to the cultural value of such monuments led to the development of 
a métier – that of the restorer. Jean‐Baptiste Lassus (1807–1857) and Eugène 
Emmanuel Viollet‐le‐Duc (1814–1879) are prime examples of the nineteenth‐
century restorer in France.30

Rationalism. In 1840 the young Viollet‐le‐Duc assumed direction of the resto-
ration of La Madeleine at Vézelay.31 The theoretical understanding that he devel-
oped and published in his Dictionnaire must be understood in relation to his 
practice at Vézelay, Notre‐Dame of Paris, and scores of other projects.32 He con-
cluded that the ribs of a quadripartite vault served as a scaffold to steady the four 
vault fields during construction. Each of the vault fields was then built up using 
lightweight mobile wooden centering. Arches and ribs actually carried the vault. 
Romanesque architecture is capricious, Gothic is rational  – pinnacles provided 
stability for the buttress uprights and all elements were designed around similar 
rational principles.33

Critics argued that flying buttresses do not work by opposing the thrust of the 
vault by means of a counterload: they merely transmit the load to the exterior 
pylons.34 Engaged shafts only appear to carry; they express “aesthetic logic” but 
perform no structural role. Gables, pinnacles, and tabernacles all come under 
the same understanding. Accusing Viollet‐le‐Duc of a romanticized notion of 
mechanics, Pol Abraham and others opened the way for the understanding of 
Gothic as an architecture of illusionism.
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Architecture, religion, morality, and gender.35 In Augustus Welby Pugin’s 
(1812–1852) Contrasts the moral and religious force of Gothic is everywhere 
manifest: Gothic is the Christian style.36 The linkage between appropriateness of 
form and Christian dogma led to an outpouring of creativity in England with the 
establishment of the Camden and Ecclesiological Societies to adjudicate on the 
creation of “good” buildings. John Ruskin (1819–1900) set out to define guid-
ing principles such as “truth to materials.”37 The needs of growing urban popula-
tions in mid‐nineteenth‐century England and the perceived dangers of socialism/
Marxism produced a vast need for new churches, which was met by architects 
such as George Edmund Street (1824–1881), William Butterfield (1884–1900), 
and George Gilbert Scott (1811–1878).38 Gothic was also a force in the estab-
lishment of national identity, particularly in England and Germany. A most inter-
esting recent development is the realization of the gendered implications of the 
appearance of “Gothic Revival” in eighteenth‐century England.39

The establishment of an art historical métier: archeology and theory. The twen-
tieth century was dominated by two streams of thought: “archeological,” asso-
ciated especially with the French tradition, and the “theoretical” approaches of 
German writers. By 1900, in a field dominated by the Ecole des Chartes (1821), 
with its chair of archeology (1846), the requirements of the French archeological 
study had been clearly established. E. Lefèvre‐Pontalis (1862–1923) addressed 
the question “How should one write a monograph on a church?”40 The elements 
of the study should include: (i) determination of the campaigns of construction; 
(ii) analytical analysis (dismemberment) of the edifice; and (iii) connection of 
the edifice with a particular school. Methods that included an exacting study of 
molding profiles, capitals, and tracery as evidence of chronology were similar to 
those applied in the natural sciences (zoology, botany, and mineralogy) to the 
understanding of groups of fossils or living organisms, and similar language devel-
oped to deal with relationships over time: “change,” “development,” or “evolu-
tion.” Such methods produced a procession of studies that remain valuable to our 
own day, including works by Marcel Aubert (1884–1962), Robert de Lasteyrie 
(1849–1921), and Camille Enlart (1862–1927).41 Henri Focillon (1881–1951) 
brought to such work his astonishing powers of observation and analysis, sys-
tematizing the overarching theory of form derived from the organic metaphor of 
evolution or development.42

Paul Frankl (1878–1962), sought to derive Gothic from one basic princi-
ple, creating a “system” for classification of style and locating that transcendent 
“essence” that determines architectural form much as the laws of the natural sci-
ences determine the form of living organisms.43 The essential quality of a thing 
is revealed by contrasting it with what it is not. Frankl’s creation of three jux-
taposed opposites for Romanesque and Gothic – addition/division, structure/
texture, and frontality/diagonality – provided a powerful expository method for 
the teacher equipped with two slide projectors.

For Frankl it was the aesthetic implications of the rib that provided the mech-
anism for change. An internal dialectic imposed reconciliation and integration: 
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each new edifice embodied corrections of the previous one until a synthesis was 
reached in the nave of Amiens and the choir of Cologne. The extrinsic mechanism 
lay in cultural history understood as a wheel where the hub is understood as the 
“spirit of the times.” That central theme was identified in the life and teaching of 
Jesus Christ. Man is a fragment of creation; the multiple forms of the cathedral 
expressed this coordination of many elements in one. “Gothic” takes on a meto-
nymic relationship with society as a whole.

Focusing upon Saint‐Denis, Sens, and Chartres, Otto von Simson (1912–1993) 
dealt with the image of the cathedral as the revelation of the kingdom of God on 
earth.44 The vehicle for this revelation was provided by light and the linear forms 
of diaphanous architecture conceived around clear geometric principles, allowing 
the cathedral to reflect the Platonic image of the Cosmos.

Erwin Panofsky’s (1892–1968) translation of Abbot Suger’s writings remains 
an essential text to this day and represented a massive achievement at the time. 
Gothic Architecture and Scholasticism is a provocative attempt to parallel two of 
the most important cultural manifestations of the day: the use of unrelenting 
logic to make “truth” manifest, and the new architectural forms of the twelfth 
and thirteenth centuries which he saw as bound together in a cause‐and‐effect 
relationship.45

American Goths. In the United States a powerful alliance developed between 
the moral/mystical response to Gothic associated with the work of Henry Adams 
and the actual construction of Gothic revival edifices by builders like Ralph Adams 
Cram.46 Gothic is today alive and well on many an American university campus.47

In the Academy it was the French archeological approach that dominated. 
Sumner McKnight Crosby (1909–1982) studied at Yale with Aubert and Focil-
lon who directed his doctoral thesis (1937) on Saint‐Denis. Crosby conducted 
extensive excavations in the 1930s, completing the first accurate plans and sec-
tions of this most important Gothic edifice and reconstructing the history of the 
monument from the fifth to the twelfth century.48

Robert Branner (1927–1973) studied with Sumner Crosby at Yale, completing 
his dissertation on Bourges Cathedral. Branner brought the archeological investi-
gation of the single building to a high level of sophistication, looking beyond the 
traditional parameters of the discipline to find a context for “style” in the form of 
the patronage of the royal court.49 Closely aligned with the French archeological 
tradition, he sharply criticized certain German theorizing approaches. Through 
his acute powers of observation, his dynamic writing, and his powers as a teacher 
at Columbia, Branner energized the field through the 1960s until his untimely 
death.50

Jean Bony’s years at Berkeley also left an important legacy. A critical mile-
stone in the study of Gothic architecture was marked by the 1983 appearance of 
Jean Bony’s magnum opus.51 Written and rewritten over decades, French Gothic 
Architecture still provides the student with the best demonstration of the use of 
rhetoric to convey the “look” of an individual building as well as the connective 
tissue binding together multiple buildings. To demonstrate what Gothic is, Bony 
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turned to Soissons Cathedral, providing a masterly account of the elements that 
add up to form the system. He tracked the development of each element, con-
centrating upon spaciousness and linear organization – horizontal and mural as 
well as vertical. Aware of the dangers of determinism, Bony developed his “acci-
dental” theory – that the new architecture resulted from the attempt to impose 
a heavy vaulted superstructure in the Anglo‐Norman tradition upon a slender 
infrastructure of the kind favored in and around Paris. Gothic was invented in 
this atmosphere of danger and went on being invented as a kind of modernism.

Gothic Architecture in the “Crisis” of Art History: 
Prophets of the Millennium

The 1980s brought a sea‐change in the conservative world of art historians as 
“theoretical” approaches developed in contiguous disciplines (literature, philol-
ogy, philosophy, anthropology, sociology) were enthusiastically (if sometimes 
naïvely) applied to visual culture. The imminent millennium provoked a series 
of forcefully written statements that provide useful stimuli for the student, who 
should, however, be wary of the sometimes dogmatic panaceas recommended.

Willibald Sauerländer’s review of Bony’s French Gothic Architecture provides 
the most audible initial trumpet blast.52 While he praised Bony’s “brilliant book” 
as the culmination of the French archeological approach, Sauerländer focused 
upon its limitations: excessive concentration upon major monuments in France; 
the suggestion that the “rise” of the great Gothic cathedrals came from some 
kind of inner yearning for increased spaciousness. He questioned Bony’s reli-
ance upon figurative language to convey the essential qualities of the building 
described: of the ambulatory of Chartres Bony had written that it is “as though 
the interior space, in an effort to expand outwards, had managed to break through 
the restraining cage of buttresses at three points.” Such words revealed much 
about modern sensitivities – yet church spaces in the Middle Ages were divided 
by screens and encumbered by liturgical furniture tombs.

Von Simson was also the object of Sauerländer criticism – for having spiritu-
alized the history of architecture, ignoring the technical, material, and histori-
cal circumstances. In 1995 Sauerländer berated a discipline that had remained 
too committed to the “positivistic” approaches advocated by scholars such as 
Lefèvre‐Pontalis. He challenged the assumption that Gothic resulted from a 
twelfth‐century avant‐garde or that it expressed a kind of anti‐classicism, stressing 
rather the multiple references to antique architecture in early Gothic buildings, 
especially the cylindrical column. Sauerländer has kept up his criticism of the old 
mid‐twentieth‐century narratives including those by Bony, Sedlmayr, and von 
Simson.53

The search for a wider contextual context for Gothic was pursued in Artistic 
Integration in Gothic Buildings, including William Clark’s very useful essay un-
derlining the power of Gothic to recall the glorious past.54
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Marvin Trachtenberg emphatically advocated an approach that was diametrically 
opposed to Sauerländer’s.55 Whereas the latter found revivalism or historicism as 
the principal catalyst, the former stressed “medieval modernism” returning to 
the anti‐Classical essence of “Gothic” as associated with the destroyers of Rome. 
For Trachtenberg the essential modernity of Gothic was more germane to the 
“essence of the matter” than later “scientific” scholarship preoccupied with rib 
vaulting, skeletal structure, scholasticism, diaphaneity, geometry, diagonality, and 
so forth.

Michael Davis based his very useful survey of recent trends upon conflicting 
“prophetic” declarations, juxtaposing Michael Camille’s condemnation of the 
alleged narrowness and positivism of architectural historians with Alain Guerreau’s 
call for renewed rigor (“positivism?”) in dealing with the material properties, 
masonry, mortar, and design principles of the buildings under study.56 In the clash 
between theorists and formalists, Davis advocated abandoning the story of Gothic 
told in linear fashion and giving due attention to the regions and to internal con-
nections within those regional entities. Most attractive is Davis’s advice that the 
student should not be alarmed by “radical” attempts to re‐align the study of me-
dieval architecture with current monolithic agendas. Instead, the student should 
disregard the restrictive “border police,” recognizing the astonishing breadth of 
the discipline, and should continue to experiment with new approaches.

Paul Crossley, in his generous‐spirited and wide‐ranging introduction to the 
new edition of Paul Frankl’s Gothic Architecture, has provided the most useful 
map of the multiple strands of current scholarship.57

Current Approaches

The monograph has played, and should continue to play, a most important role, 
allowing the writer to provide a full introduction to the experience of visiting 
a particular building using a combination of words and images and opening 
multiple avenues of scholarly investigation around that building. Such mono-
graphs are associated with the scholarly activities of, for example, Seymour,58 
Branner,59 Wolf,60 Hamman‐McClean,61 van der Meulen,62 Bruzelius,63 Sandron,64 
Murray,65 and Cohen.66 Particularly useful are the monographic British Archaeo-
logical Association publications, combining description, archeology, chronology, 
design, and context.67 Gillerman dealt with Ecouis in relation to the artistic 
activity of the court of Philip the Fair and the devotional program of Engerran de 
Marigny.68 Brachmann, on Metz, puts the cathedral in its context both historical 
and architectural.69

Surveys that set out to present multiple buildings and to find the connective 
tissue linking these buildings present a particular challenge, since one is forced 
to attempt to represent a complex three‐dimensional phenomenon in the linear 
format of the book. Recent broad‐ranging surveys include Binding,70 Wilson,71 
Toman,72 and Coldstream.73 Grodecki’s older survey is still very useful.74
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Regional studies have long formed a key part of the work of medieval architec-
tural historians: one thinks particularly of the Congrès archéologique. Branner’s 
Burgundian Gothic provided a useful focus upon a regional expression of Gothic.75 
Bruzelius and Krüger have focused on Italian Gothic,76 Freigang on southern 
France,77 Recht on Alsace.78 There has been recent interest in Central Europe.79 
National studies include Boase and Harvey on English Gothic,80 Bony and Cold-
stream on English decorated,81 Stalley on Ireland,82 Nussbaum and Busch on 
German Gothic,83 Lambert Freigang on Spain,84 and Grant on Norman Gothic.85

Artistic integration (1995).86 This publication generated some useful studies 
and the student would be well advised to consider the essays by Sauerländer, 
McGinn, Reynolds, Clark, and others. However they tended at times to neglect 
the wealth of existing publications. Recent authors who include a careful treatment 
of the architectural envelope of the building as well as figurative cycles and/or 
furniture include Caviness on S‐Remi at Reims,87 Binski on Westminster Abbey,88 
Köstler on St. Elizabeth at Marburg,89 Jung on Naumburg,90 and Tripps on the 
figurative outfitting of the Gothic church.91

Primary sources. The work of correlating the primary written sources with the 
building itself is the most rigorous, but potentially one of the most valuable pur-
suits of the student of Gothic architecture. Binding and Speer have assembled 
important textual material on the medieval experience of art.92 Coenen has worked 
on Late Gothic master masons’ work books.93 There has been an astonishing 
recent burst of activity focused upon the written accounts of the administration 
and consecration of the abbey of Saint‐Denis left by the abbot Suger, includ-
ing works by Kidson,94 Neuheuser,95 Büchsel,96 Grant,97 Markschies,98 Speer and 
Binding,99 and Rudoph.100

Liturgy. The best general introductions are provided by Harper and Dix.101 Reyn-
olds addressed the problems of integrating liturgical studies with architecture.102 
One of the most spectacular essays of the recent past was by Fassler who reinter-
preted the sculptural programs and spaces of Chartres Cathedral in light of litur-
gical sources.103 On the extent to which liturgical and institutional demands fixed 
architectural form, the architecture of the mendicants provides an interesting case 
study: see the recent works by Sundt and Schenlun.104 Kroos published key litur-
gical sources for Cologne Cathedral,105 and Speer dealt with the interaction of art 
and liturgy.106 Craig Wright provided a delightful introduction to the music and 
liturgy of Notre‐Dame of Paris.107

The search for meaning. The most valuable account of the allegorical mean-
ings attached to the various parts of the church and its furnishings was written 
by William Durandus, bishop of Mende (1230–1296).108 Some of the meanings 
listed by Durandus may seem obscure or improbable to the modern reader. The 
Gestalt language of the cathedral can be just as powerful for the modern viewer as 
the medieval user. Thus the plan of the church with its rounded eastern end, its 
transept and longitudinal nave can be understood as an image of the human body; 
the church is the body of Christ. Similarly, the boat‐like qualities of the edifice 
point to Noah’s Ark, a prototype for the church.109 Sedlmayr brought attention 
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to the baldachin: the spatial unit composed of a concave canopy supported upon 
columns to create the impression of an interior that is not bound to the earth, but 
which floats, suspended from above, creating a portrait (Abbild) of the Heavenly 
City.110 Bandmann attempted an ambitious survey of the power of the cathedral 
as a vehicle for meaning.111 Buildings also carry meaning through their resem-
blance to other buildings – Krautheimer’s pioneering work on the “iconography” 
of architecture (1942) is still of enormous importance, especially as updated by 
Paul Crossley.112 Hans‐Joachim Kunst dealt with resemblances between buildings 
in terms of “quotations.”113

Materialism. The economic underpinnings of cathedral construction were 
discussed by Kraus, Murray, and Vroom.114 Warnke provided a sociology of 
medieval architecture.115 Marxism brought very different results on both sides 
of the Atlantic. Kimpel, standing in line with Benjamin, emphasized the means 
of production that facilitated mass production, particularly with respect to the 
working of stone.116 Abou‐el‐Haj and Williams, students of Weckmeister, stress-
ing the abusive relations between clergy and townsfolk, presented the cathedral 
as a sign of crushing control of the means of economic production on the part of 
the clergy.117 On the legal framework, see Schöller.118 On the institutional orga-
nization of the cathedral, Erlande‐Brandenburg.119 On the business of building, 
Binding.120 On the urbanistic context of the cathedral, see Mussat.121

Useful recent work has addressed the material and the artisans of Gothic. 
On  wooden roofs, see Binding.122 On the artisan, Barral I Altet and Nicola 
Coldstream.123 On construction, see Fitchen.124 On color, see Michler.125

Design and metrology. Pioneering work was done by Bucher.126 Kidson127 and 
Fernie128 offer useful methodological overviews. Most recently see the anthology 
edited by Wu.129

Structure. This field has been dominated by Robert Mark at Princeton and 
Jacques Heymann at Cambridge.130 Their writings provide an overview of the old 
debates and the application of new ideas and technologies. The deployment of the 
laser scanner in the last couple of decades has offered a new source of highly accu-
rate models which may be subjected to structural and metrological analysis.131

Gender. On womens’ space in medieval architecture, see the special edition of 
Gesta edited by Bruzelius.132 On the hybridity of the English Gothic Revival as an 
expression of gender see Matthew Reeve.133

Secular architecture. On Florence, see, for example, Braunfels134 and Trachten-
berg.135 On castles, see Jean Mesqui.136 On the interaction between castles and 
churches, Sheila Bonde.137 See Albrecht on French palace architecture.138

Anthropology/sociology. See Maines and Bonde on Soissons,139 Fergusson on 
Rievaulx,140 Bob Scott on the sociology of construction.141

Representation: language. This is a vast and most fertile topic. The recent 
anthology edited by Crossley and Clarke provides a start.142 On the rhetorical 
tropes of Gothic see Murray, Plotting Gothic.

Ductus and wonder. The anthropological approach to Gothic brings the con-
cern with the affect of the building upon the visitor, whether a devout pilgrim 
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led compulsively forward through a sacred topography (the ductus)143 or whether 
enthralled by breathtaking forms and spaces that lead one to a sense of the sub-
lime (wonder).144

“Late” Gothic architecture. The idea of “style” anchors a set of visual forms to 
a unity of time and place and brings the assumption that a period of experiments 
(Early Gothic) will be followed by synthesis (High Gothic), routine production 
(Rayonnant; regional Gothic), decline (Late Gothic), and death. The earliest defi-
nitions of “Flamboyant” or “Late Gothic” depended very much upon a morphol-
ogy of individual forms, particularly window tracery; Late Gothic was associated 
with double‐curved shapes. The style‐based study of Late Gothic led to a futile 
competition as to whether the French, English, or Germans had led the way to 
a new formal synthesis.145 But there is so much more than this! Germany and 
England both produced the distinctive forms of “Perpendicular” and “Sonder-
gotik.” Bialostocki146 first laid out a critical and pluralistic interpretative frame-
work and in 1971 Roland Sanfaçon set out to find a broader interpretation of 
“Flamboyant,” arguing that the definition of a “style” based upon the curves and 
countercurves of tracery cannot do justice to the originality and real meaning of 
the phenomenon. He found in the forms of architecture in the years around 1300 
the unifying principle of “individualism,” or détente.147 The most recent studies 
in the field, while still putting Late Gothic buildings in relation to their predeces-
sors, concentrate more on problems of production, patronage, liturgy, devotional 
practices, and urban context. Most recently, see the wide-ranging survey of Late 
Gothic Architecture by Robert Bork.148

Digital studies. The historian must engage in the impossible undertaking of 
holding each building suspended in the intelligence while it can find its multiple 
levels of relationship with the hundreds of other buildings under construction at 
the same time. The most valuable tool in this task will be systematically collected 
data, the organization of a database and the synthesizing power of the computer. 
Over the past two decades a considerable number of very promising websites have 
been established including www.mappinggothic.org, www.creationofgothic.org, 
https://mis.u‐picardie.fr/E‐Cathedrale, http://www.arteguias.com/gotica.htm, 
and http://classes.bnf.fr/villard (accessed 23 August 2018).

Conclusion

Half a century ago Paul Frankl wrote

The essence of Gothic is, in a few words, that cultural and intellectual background 
insofar as it entered into the building and was absorbed by it: it is the interpenetra-
tion, the saturation, of the form of the building by the meaning of the culture.149

Everything has changed, yet little has changed. Today we would assign more 
importance to the culture and presuppositions of the viewer/interpreter, and we 



	T  h e  St u dy  o f   G ot h i c  A r c h it e c t u r e 	 501

would challenge Frankl’s underlying idea of “style” as Platonic “essence.” As we 
pursue the question as to how the ideas got into the building we will learn to deal 
more fully with the underlying structures and mechanics of human relations. But 
allow me to end as I began: it is the buildings themselves, with their amazing pull 
upon the curiosity and the awe of the spectator, that remain the most important 
raw material of our study. They continue to beckon us to return, even after a life-
time of work, to ask new questions and apply new approaches.
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France, Germany, 
and the Historiography 

of Gothic Sculpture
Jacqueline E. Jung

In summer 2011, the German town of Naumburg an der Saale (pop. 30 000) 
hosted a massive state‐sponsored exhibition on monumental stone sculpture of 
the thirteenth century. From the official exhibition advertisements seen through-
out the region of Saxony‐Anhalt, the frontal faces of a winsome, bright‐eyed cou-
ple in the prime of life gazed out toward viewers (fig. 22-1). The female figure, 
suavely holding the edge of her cloak against her cheek, was a familiar presence 
to the locals. Representing Uta of Ballenstedt, a Saxon noblewoman who helped 
establish Naumburg’s episcopal status in 1049, this life‐sized polychromed statue 
was carved some two centuries after her death and installed, with figures of eleven 
other noble founders, in the wall of the cathedral’s western choir (fig. 22-2a). 
Their creator  – whose name, like those of most of his thirteenth‐century col-
leagues, is unknown – was the focus of the exhibition: The Naumburg Master: 
Sculptor and Architect in the Europe of Cathedrals.1

Neutral as it might seem to anyone unversed in the fraught historiography of 
Gothic sculpture, the exhibition’s emphasis on the artist as an international man 
was a decision of considerable interpretive weight. The publicity image under-
scored the show’s politically inclusive message by pairing Uta not with her own 
partner – Margrave Eckehard II of Meissen, with his double‐chin and five‐o‐clock 
shadow, tousled curls and woolen cap, broad shoulders and confident handling 
of his sword (fig. 22-2b) – but rather with a crowned man with dainty features 



Figure 22-1  Uta of Naumburg meets Childebert of Paris. Source: publicity image for 
exhibition The Naumburg Master, 2011.
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and delicately sloping shoulders, an artful coiffure and natty beard, and, playing 
across his lips, the slightest hint of a smile. In 2011, Lady Uta had replaced her 
Saxon spouse with the French king Childebert.2

Visitors to the show, which highlighted the deep interconnections between the 
productions of thirteenth‐century France and Germany, may have been puzzled 
not to find these figures near each other. Uta and Eckehard are physically part 
of the choir’s fabric: like the column figures lining the portals of French Gothic 
churches, they were carved together with their stone responds, and installed in 
the wall as it rose.3 They are neither removable nor replaceable, and this tight 
integration of sculpture and architecture is what has long prompted scholars to 
see the Naumburg Master as an expert in both métiers.4 Childebert likewise origi-
nally formed part of an architectural setting, this time a refectory wall of the mon-
astery of Saint‐Germain‐des‐Prés. He was removed at the time of the monastery’s 
dissolution and in 1851 given a place at the Louvre – one of the first works of 
medieval art to be displayed there.5 But the comparative detachment of his body 
from the slender shaft of the respond and the lightness of his foot position – the 
heel of the left rises from the ground, as if he is preparing to step forward – makes 
Childebert perfectly convincing as a free‐standing statue. At the Naumburg show, 
he stood not among the founders in the west choir but rather in a small side 
chapel at the opposite end of the church.

The image on the show’s publicity materials was thus quite brazenly a fiction. 
But the photograph, gracing each cover of the three gigantic tomes that comprise 
the catalog, is what will shape the perceptions of anyone who approaches the field 
of Gothic sculpture through those magisterial books. In the present chapter it will 

Figure 22-2  (a)–(b) Naumburg Cathedral, west choir with founder figures, c.1250. 
Uta and Eckehard stand on the right‐hand side at the threshold of the raised apse. 
Source: photo courtesy of the author.



516 	 Jac qu e l ine    E . J u ng

function as an illustration of representative sculptures from Gothic France and 
Germany as well as a condensation of the two major issues that have perennially 
shaped scholarship on this art: nationalism on the one hand, and photography 
on the other. Although this chapter will focus chiefly on the former issue, it will 
address the latter where it is particularly germane. A thoroughgoing assessment 
of photography’s role in the study of Gothic sculpture remains a desideratum.

I

It is well known that the language of art history developed around Classical mon-
uments. For Johann Joachim Winckelmann (d. 1768) and Johann Gottfried 
Herder (d. 1803), the graceful marble statues of Greco‐Roman Antiquity, with 
their “noble simplicity and quiet grandeur,” set the standard against which all 
other art had to be measured.6 These writers knew such sculptures chiefly from 
the papal and princely collections into which they had absconded, and thus could 
appreciate them not as ritual objects but as objets d’art.7 Renaissance sculptures 
might come close in aesthetic appeal, but the figural carvings of the Christian 
Middle Ages – stuck against the walls of defunct churches, their bodies invisible 
under bulky robes, their faces long and somber, and their gritty limestone surfaces 
sometimes still flecked with a crust of once‐gaudy polychromy – had no chance 
of finding love.8

Of course, it was these elements of the Christian, feudal heritage that surrounded 
the earliest champions of Greek Antiquity and the Italian Renaissance, who were 
all Northerners. That heritage, already seriously challenged by the Protestant Ref-
ormation, was overthrown during the French Revolution of the late eighteenth 
century, with monasteries dismantled, churches stripped of furnishings, and mas-
sive quantities of sculpture smashed, buried, thrown into rivers, or secreted away 
to storerooms.9 But by the middle of nineteenth century, the surviving relics of 
medieval culture were being recognized as important documents of national his-
tory, if not exemplars of good art.10 Toussaint Bernard Eméric‐David’s History 
of French Sculpture (composed in 1817, first published in 1853), while quick to 
point out the naiveté of thirteenth‐century carvers, presented their works as vital 
manifestations of a distinctive cultural spirit linked to humanism and learning.11 
Léon de Laborde sharpened this view in his monumental study of French court 
arts (1850–1855), where the sculptural productions of thirteenth‐century Paris, 
strongly associated with royal patronage, appeared as embodiments of the urban-
ity and grace of the city’s burgeoning court culture.12 The connection of French 
Gothic to royal patronage and ideology has been a Leitmotif in the literature ever 
since, with the “court style” of architecture associated above all with the reign of 
Louis IX readily extended to the elegant, supple figures produced by contempo-
rary sculptors.13

Such discussions would likely have stayed in the rarefied realm of scholarship if 
not for the fact that some of the greatest exemplars of French Gothic architecture 
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were in terrible condition, and that new industrial technologies could allow 
for their repair, restoration, and even large‐scale reconstruction. Enter Eugène 
Emmanuel Viollet‐le‐Duc: architect, architecture historian, and theorist, whose 
efforts would give new luster to France’s Gothic heritage. Now prized for their 
status as testaments to the ambition, wealth, taste, and ingenuity of the French, 
Notre‐Dame of Paris, the Sainte‐Chapelle, the abbey church of St.‐Denis, the 
coronation cathedral at Reims, Amiens Cathedral, and many other religious and 
secular buildings received extensive facelifts that called new attention to their 
beauty and grandeur.14 Along with restoring buildings, Viollet‐le‐Duc set his 
hand toward repairing sculptures damaged during the Revolution, adding heads 
and hands, recarving draperies, and completing wholly lost scenes.15 The figural 
water‐spouts (gargoyles) on the upper levels of Notre‐Dame in Paris, which many 
visitors perceive as the very epitome of Gothic sculpture, were the inventions 
of Viollet‐le‐Duc and his collaborator Jean‐Baptiste Lassus.16 If his stonework 
allowed people literally to see medieval sculptural programs afresh, his writings 
also offered new terms with which to appreciate the imagery; the long entry on 
sculpture in his Dictionnaire raisonée pulls Gothic sculpture up to the level of its 
ancient Greek counterpart.17 The Île‐de‐France of the mid‐thirteenth century was 
for Viollet‐le‐Duc “the Attica of the Middle Ages.”18

German scholarship through the mid‐nineteenth century, often driven by a 
Hegelian totalizing impulse, likewise strove to make sense of Gothic sculpture in 
light of broader political, cultural, and even geographical conditions pertaining to 
France and Germany.19 In this endeavor, drawing distinctions was crucial. Thus, 
in Carl Schnaase’s History of Fine Arts, the centralized authority of the French 
king engendered a cohesive artistic style in northern France that privileged the 
courtly values of elegance, beauty, and refinement.20 This formed a stark contrast 
with the situation in Germany, whose geographical and political fragmentation 
yielded forms, in both architecture and sculpture, that were more robust, individ-
uated, sensitive to nature, and infused with emotion. Uta and Childebert, while 
not singled out by Schnaase, exemplify this contrast in spirit: on the one hand 
the stolid Germanic noblewoman, wrapping herself in her cloak and gazing with 
steely aloofness toward beholders, and, on the other, the fastidiously groomed 
French king, looking openly at his audience and smiling with calm calculation.

It did not take commentators long to project positive or negative values onto 
each side, particularly in the wake of the Franco‐Prussian War (1870–1871). This 
conflict – which began with Napoleon’s army’s incursion into Germany and ended 
with its swift repulsion, the consolidation of German states, and the absorption of 
Alsace‐Lorraine into that new nation – affirmed the presence of national bound-
aries in the most palpable way, and these were underscored in subsequent writings 
on Gothic. Now the qualities that earlier writers had recognized in the sculptures 
were evidence not just of past conditions but of an ongoing national character, 
and differences in artistic styles indicated conflict rather than contrast. French 
art historians such as Louis Gonse wrote of the supremacy of French art vis‐à‐vis 
that of its neighbors and praised the marche impérieuse of French Gothic into the 
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culturally impoverished provinces.21 The Musée de Sculpture Comparée in Paris, 
a collection of plaster casts of ancient and French medieval sculptures assem-
bled in part by Viollet‐le‐Duc, opened in 1882 with the aim of demonstrating to 
the public the superlative splendor of French art.22 But the Germans had beaten 
them to the punch: the National Museum opened on Berlin’s Museumsinsel in 
1876, with a carved inscription on the façade boasting its dedication to DER 
DEUTSCHE KUNST. Official accounts backdated the museum’s opening to 
1871, the year of the routing of Napoleon’s army, and it was only with great 
effort that, after 1890, some works of French Impressionism would be admitted 
to the collection.23

Meanwhile German art historians boasted of their art’s autonomy from foreign 
influence, its independence of spirit, the proud lay energies and attachment to the 
land that it displayed. Hans Knackfuβ’s German Art History, for example, extolled 
German Gothic sculpture as the victor in multiple contests: that of French ver-
sus German art, of sculptors versus painters and architects, of late versus early 
Romanesque.24 The Naumburg founder figures, representations of armed men 
and literate women in the very heart of the church, grew in regard at this time, 
assuming heroic stature as specifically German prototypes in both large interna-
tional surveys and the monographs on Naumburg that began to appear at the 
century’s end.25 So did the enigmatic Rider and the Visitation Group at Bamberg, 
the Wechselburg crucifixion group, the Golden Portal at Freiberg, and the south 
transept program at Strasbourg  –  all preferentially characterized as “German 
Romanesque” rather than “Gothic,” despite their creation between around 1215 
and 1235, so as to underscore their tough “Germanic” qualities and ward off any 
sniff of French influence.26

By the 1890s, as Kathryn Brush notes, the “highly charged discussions regard-
ing distinctive characteristics in ‘French’ and ‘German’ Gothic sculpture solidified 
into predictable clichés or catchwords.”27 (These are still found in modern art 
history textbooks, but here the French have decisively won: their Gothic sculp-
tures, always given chronological and conceptual primacy, represent the acme of 
elegance and sophistication, whereas the German adaptations are coarse, homely, 
and emotive.28) At the same time, the discipline of art history was taking shape 
in German academia and its practitioners were facing their subjects with what 
they hoped were more objective eyes.29 In 1890 Georg Dehio controversially 
enumerated the formal similarities between the sculptures at Bamberg and Reims 
Cathedrals, suggesting that the former program depended on the latter.30 Despite 
derisive responses by many colleagues, this discovery opened the doors to new 
analyses of other major programs, and scholars soon found French influences at 
Freiberg, Magdeburg, Naumburg, and elsewhere.31 The argument for Chartrain 
influences on the south transept program at Strasbourg Cathedral, made in a 
dissertation by Karl Franck Oberaspach, came under special fire.32 This was not, 
however, due only to cultural chauvinism but also to what was deemed a sloppy 
method of analysis: in the view of established scholars, Oberaspach relied too 
heavily on decontextualized photographs of sculptures, and displayed too scanty 
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an awareness of the gamut of sculptural productions in France.33 Lacking a rigor-
ous boots‐on‐the‐ground approach, his analysis seemed willful and uninformed.

Among Oberaspach’s most vociferous critics was Wilhelm Vöge, who, during 
his brief career at the University of Freiburg im Breisgau, forged a new footing for 
the fledgling discipline.34 Vöge can hardly be accused of sharing the anti‐French 
bias of his older colleagues; after writing a dissertation on Ottonian manuscript 
painting, he spent two formative years (1892–1894) poring over the sculpture 
programs of early Gothic cathedrals in France, particularly those at Chartres.35 
The result was a book called The Beginnings of the Monumental Style in the Middle 
Ages (1894), itself one of the great monuments of our discipline.36 Rejecting the 
chauvinism that characterized much art historical writing, Vöge registered full 
awareness of the importance of French art: “Despite emperor and empire [Kaiser 
und Reich, an ironic reference to the Germans’ victory in the Franco‐Prussian 
War],” he wrote in the introduction, “France is the most important land of me-
dieval culture.”37 His aim, though, was not to provide insights into French his-
tory or character but to understand the sculptures as fine art.38 Drawing on an 
array of intellectual influences, from Burckhardt’s history of the Renaissance to 
Nietzsche’s philosophy to Vischer’s perceptual psychology,39 and using a compar-
ative approach developed by Wölfflin and Riegl, Vöge was the first scholar to out-
line the aims and accomplishments of Gothic sculptors, chart stylistic intercon-
nections among sites, and identify the works of individual masters through their 
treatment of bodies and gestures, faces and expressions, and drapery patterns. 
Transcending toponymic designations (e.g. the “Naumburg Master”), his close 
examinations revealed individual creative agents with distinctive personalities who 
produced certain kinds of carving: the supple and sensitive “Master of the Kings’ 
Heads” at Chartres, the intense, Classically oriented “Master of Peter and Paul” 
at Reims and so forth.40 Although interest in discerning the personalities of un-
known artists would wane after World War II, the methods of formal analysis and 
interpretation Vöge developed  –  along with his close colleague Adolph Gold-
schmidt, who wrote the first stylistic analyses of German Romanesque and Gothic 
sculpture – found immediate resonance, and are still indispensable tools in this 
field.41 Vöge also initiated what remains the common practice for German art his-
torians to specialize in French Gothic sculpture.

The scholarly interest in crossing national borders has not been mutual; even 
today one is hard pressed to find French scholarship on German Gothic art. This 
resistance, already evident in the nineteenth century, solidified with the writings 
of Emile Mâle (d. 1954). Mâle, who assumed the Chair of Medieval Art His-
tory at the Sorbonne in 1912, is in many respects the antithesis of Vöge.42 Vöge 
was concerned with forms, Mâle with iconography; Vöge looked for hands, Mâle 
searched for texts; Vöge probed sculptures for their spirit, Mâle perused them for 
meaning. Vöge expressed himself in a dense, evocative, poetically inflected prose 
that has proven untranslatable. Mâle wrote in a clear, direct style that makes him 
eminently readable; three editions of his 1899 dissertation Religious Art in France: 
The Thirteenth Century appeared in France before 1910, and it was translated into 
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English in 1913.43 Although Vöge’s student Erwin Panofsky is generally cred-
ited with turning “iconography” into a key art historical tool, it was Mâle who 
coined the term. Deciphering the “picture‐writing” of Gothic portal programs at 
Amiens, Bourges, Chartres, and Notre‐Dame in Paris, he demonstrated that these 
ensembles were not just stone Bibles, as John Ruskin had famously described 
the west façade at Amiens;44 together with the stained glass windows inside the 
building, they comprised visual encyclopedias that amassed all the facets of human 
knowledge valued by medieval churchmen. Biblical and hagiographic narratives; 
visions of the beginning and end of time; codes of virtuous conduct; the symbol-
ism of nature; the ordering of time and human knowledge – all were synthesized 
and arrayed across cathedral facades to be “read” by the unlettered lay public. 
Although it has rightly faced criticism for its Catholic apologetics and its parochial 
view of artistic agency,45 Religious Art in France was and remains a classic intro-
duction to high medieval iconography and habits of thought.

II

Working with the same cluster of buildings in northern France at the turn of 
the twentieth century, Vöge and Mâle – the German and the Frenchman, the 
formalist and the iconographer – established the poles between which the study 
of Gothic sculpture would subsequently unfold. For all their methodological 
differences, the men were united in their sense that French Gothic sculpture 
programs crystallized all that was great and noble about medieval culture – and 
in their devastation when, in September 1914, the great coronation cathedral at 
Reims began to crumble under a rain of German firebombs.46 It is difficult to 
overstate the horror and outrage that attended this targeted damage of a historic 
monument. Photographs of the burning cathedral and its pulverized statuary 
that appeared in newspapers, on postcards and commemorative posters brought 
the atrocity to the forefront of public consciousness (fig.  22-3).47 In France, 
England, and America alike the “martyrdom” and “torture” of the building at 
the hands of German “barbarians” sparked a fresh appreciation for the sophisti-
cation, beauty, and urbanity of the medieval past.48 In America, the destruction 
provided motivation to shed political neutrality and take up the cause of the 
French in the war.49 Although Reims Cathedral never fell completely (Gothic 
engineering proved astonishingly powerful, and the destruction was not as thor-
oughgoing as the propaganda suggested), its damaged parts were eloquent. The 
American medievalist Arthur Kingsley Porter made an impassioned argument 
not to rebuild, likening the effect of the ruined portions to that of the Parthenon 
after its destruction in the Persian War.50 The head of the smiling angel from the 
west façade’s north portal, whose artistry had not hitherto found admiration, 
emerged from the rubble to become an emblem of the French suavity, grace, 
and innocence that would outlive the threats posed by the uncultured brutes of 
Germany.51
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It was in this context that Vöge, already plagued by nervous ailments, suf-
fered a crippling psychological breakdown and retired, after only eight years in 
the professoriat, to Ballenstedt in Saxony‐Anhalt (coincidentally the birthplace 
of the real Uta of Naumburg); his magnum opus on the sculptures at Reims, 
which occupied him intermittently until his death in 1952, would never see the 
light of day, and the Formalist mode of art history writing lost its most original 

Figure 22-3  The damaged north portal of Reims Cathedral’s west façade, from the 
Illustrated London News, 3 October 1914. Source: photo retrieved from http://www.
rte.ie/centuryireland/index.php/blog/reims‐cathedral‐now‐in‐ruins.
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and eloquent voice.52 Mâle, by contrast, went on the offensive. In 1917 he pub-
lished a little book called German Art and French Art of the Middle Ages, a survey 
driven by a single, insistently repeated thesis: “Germany of the past did not cre-
ate; it imitated.”53 All the connections German academics were discovering bet-
ween their Gothic monuments and those of the crownland were reduced to being 
signs of the dependency of ham‐handed German craftsmen on the superior prod-
ucts of French artists. Even the Naumburg donor figures, which Mâle conceded 
were remarquables, display a Germanic predilection toward the earth‐bound, the 
individual, and the “purely human,” which compared unfavorably to the arts 
infused with French idealism.54

In light of such assessments, it comes as little surprise that some voices called 
for the statuary at Naumburg and Bamberg be removed and handed over to Re-
ims as recompense for the damage the Germans had inflicted on the coronation 
cathedral.55 More practical and desirable to everyone was Germany’s restitution 
of damages in cash. This was significantly supplemented by a flood of money from 
American donors, most prominently John D. Rockefeller Jr., who regarded the 
cathedral as a symbol of civilization literally rising from the ashes.56 The rebuild-
ing of Reims and repair and reinstallation of its statuary coincided with, and to a 
large part inspired, a new appreciation for and desire to protect medieval art on 
the part of Americans. American collections burgeoned in the late teens through 
the 1920s, and the Metropolitan Museum of Art’s medieval branch, known as 
The Cloisters and again funded chiefly by Rockefeller, opened to the public in 
1938, the same year that the reconstruction of Reims Cathedral was complete.57

In Europe, scholarship on Gothic sculpture continued apace. In France, Mâle’s 
polemical presentation of the material continued to set the tone even as the rhe-
torical fire cooled. Thus in 1935, Louis Réau and Gustave Cohen could dismiss 
German Gothic sculpture with a verbal flick of the wrist: in the wake of French 
innovations in the early thirteenth century, “the German school of sculpture 
became a province of French art.”58 (Some German scholars seem to have agreed; 
Hermann Schmitz ended his survey of German medieval art in the mid‐thirteenth 
century, when French influences eradicated native tendencies.59) But French 
medievalists seem to have agreed early on that the German art was not worth 
their time at all, and what we find after World War I was a focused concentration 
on their own country’s monuments and the discernment of regional styles. In a 
1928 book dedicated to Émile Mâle, René Schneider sang the praises of French 
Gothic portal sculpture, lauding its rigorous order, its harmonious relationship 
with architecture, its naturalism and joie‐de‐vivre.60 The ensemble at Reims (still 
under reconstruction at this time) not only equaled the productions of Classical 
Antiquity; it surpassed them in richness and daring.

For the most part, French scholarship throughout the twentieth century has 
eschewed grandiose statements or theoretical explorations of the genre of Gothic 
sculpture, opting instead for the rigorously positivistic approach championed by 
architectural historians such as Eugène Lefèvre‐Pontalis.61 Marcel Aubert, one of 
the most prolific scholars of Gothic until his death in 1962, best embodies this 
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practice. Having studied architectural history as a young man, he worked after 
the war in the Department of Medieval, Renaissance, and Modern Sculpture at 
the Louvre, then as a professor of Archeology at the École de Chartes.62 His 
career through the late 1950s involved a combination of teaching, fieldwork, and 
curatorial work on sculpture collections at major French museums, all of which 
yielded a spate of publications marked by their close engagement with individual 
monuments – their process of creation, iconography, and, above all, their style. In 
his monographs Aubert tackled some of France’s most important Gothic cathe-
drals – Chartres, Notre‐Dame in Paris, Senlis, Noyon, and others – and his survey 
of French Sculpture of the Middle Ages and Renaissance, from 1926, is remarkable 
as much for its calm, unpolemical tone as for the sharpness and authority of its 
analytical language.63 As an archeologist, museum professional, and academic, 
Aubert set the standard for younger generations of French scholars including 
Anne Prache (d. 2009), Fabienne Joubert, Pierre‐Yves Le Pogam, and Dany San-
dron, who have produced enduring empirical studies of both intact monuments 
and sculptures in European collections.64

III

It is one of the ironies of our field’s history that, whereas the idea of the History 
of Art as a science (Wissenschaft) was born and nurtured in German universities, 
it was in France that scholarship on Gothic has been conducted in the most con-
sistently scientific way. In Germany, a current of positivistic scholarship coursed 
throughout the twentieth century, but this was overshadowed by highly ideo-
logical lines of interpretation that paralleled the tumultuous course of German 
politics. The span between the two world wars (1918–1939) witnessed a spate of 
richly illustrated monographs on thirteenth‐century German cathedrals – particu-
larly Bamberg, Naumburg, and Strasbourg – as well as broader surveys of German 
medieval sculpture.65 Strasbourg Cathedral, subject of a 1922 monograph by 
Georg Dehio, was a particularly loaded case, as the region of Alsace had become 
French terrain after World War I. Dehio’s book thus served the melancholy 
purpose of presenting a national treasure whose artistic Frenchness was recog-
nized but that had hitherto – indeed by no less an eminence than Goethe – been 
regarded as a German monument.66 Dehio, who died in 1932, could not have 
predicted the German reclamation of Strasbourg during the Nazi occupation of 
France in 1940 – an event celebrated explicitly in the second edition of his book, 
published in early 1941. “Strasbourg Cathedral is ours again!” the editors crowed 
on the page leading to Dehio’s original mournful introduction.67 More overtly 
than in other cases, the monograph recapitulates the turmoil of war.

The studies of German Gothic sculpture published in the 1920s by Dehio, 
Hans Jantzen (d. 1967), and the prolific, bombastic Wihelm Pinder (d. 1947) 
were notable for their vivid descriptive prose and the sense of immediacy they 
brought to the sculptures68; in that sense they are the progeny of Vöge’s more 
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subjective side. In contrast to Vöge’s work, however, they addressed not only 
fellow academics but also an educated but demoralized lay public, in whom they 
aimed to instill an appreciation for these sculptures both as artistic creations and 
as evidence of past German ingenuity. They did so through strong verbal rheto-
ric and through an unprecedently vast array of photographic illustrations, which 
fostered viewers’ sense of mastery over and intimacy with the works.69 These vol-
umes were huge successes: the title page of the second edition of Pinder’s Naum-
burg monograph (1939) notes that the first edition sold 17 000 copies since its 
appearance in 1924. The writings often go beyond objective questions of style to 
explore figures’ relations to spaces, the psychological effects of their faces and pos-
tures, and their subjective impact on beholders. The fact that the sculpture pro-
grams at Bamberg, Naumburg, and Strasbourg were smaller and more condensed 
than the expansive façade programs in France, and that they also included interior 
installations, became a major point of interest; these factors encouraged personal 
empathetic engagement with the individual sculptures, rather than the detached 
“readings” of imagery demanded by French façades. Even large‐scale figures such 
as the Naumburg founders and the Bamberg Rider assumed something of the 
character of the devotional images (Andachtsbilder) – Pietàs, Christ‐and‐St. John 
Groups, and so forth – that were likewise attracting the attention of German art 
historians between the world wars.70

With their preoccupation in discerning characters in the sculptures, and by 
extension their creators, these writings continued the project initiated by Vöge; 
they were also indebted to the philosophical explorations of Einfühlung (feeling‐
in, commonly translated as “empathy”) that had been infusing studies of modern 
art.71 While they applauded the naturalism of thirteenth‐century sculpture, these 
authors saw it balanced out by expressive values that conveyed spiritual ideals. Met-
aphorical language abounded. At Strasbourg, garments stretched over the “sup-
ple, reed‐thin frames” of Ecclesia and Synagoga “like a gentle breath – though a 
spirit of chasteness and severity makes it as solid as armor.”72 The Bamberg Rider, 
perched at the threshold of the cathedral’s western choir, “gazes into the distance 
as the expansive force of sovereignty. He is the instantiated spirit of German chiv-
alrous poetry of the Staufen age” (fig. 22-4a).73 The aged woman who stands 
near the Virgin in the same church, often identified as St. Elizabeth, displays an 
“expression of austerity with a hint of bitterness in the tensed positioning of the 
imposing, masculine head; this prophetic figure seems to gaze into the fates of 
whole peoples.”74 Lady Uta – whose husband Eckehard evokes “das Volk, particu-
larly that narrower segment of the German people that engendered Luther, Bach, 
and Leibnitz” – is a “synthesis of presence (Vergegenwärtung) and monumental-
ity.” With her left hand, “a singular marvel of softest refinement,” she clasps her 
mantle against her breast “as if she were carrying roses.”75

By the 1920s, professional photo archives were growing exponentially and the 
process of reproduction had become cheap; monumental sculptures were mak-
ing their way not only into the pages of specialized books but also onto the 
walls of homes, in the form of independent framed photographs and postcards.76 
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The  photographs of Gothic sculptures produced by Naumburg native Walter 
Hege (d. 1955) made Uta and the Bamberg Rider, above all, fixtures in German 
households, and gave people a sense of intimacy with them that was impossible 
to gain on site.77 These close‐up bust‐length portraits, made from scaffolding, 
extracted the figures from any larger environment. Uta in particular, her softly lit 
face glamorously framed by her collar and her gaze slightly angled, was translated 
into the visual idiom of the movie‐star headshot (fig. 22-4b). Such photos formed 
the basis for imitation by famous actresses in the popular “Uta‐plays” of the 1920 
and 1930s.78 Uta made a cameo appearance in the Nazi propaganda film Der 
ewige Jude (initiated by Joseph Goebbels and directed by Fritz Hippler, 1940); 
emerging, ghost‐like, against a stark black background, she slides up against the 
shoulder of the Bamberg Rider to illustrate the noble beauty of German culture 
imperiled by Jewish degeneracy (fig. 22-5).79

Composed to highlight the figures’ sensual appeal and soulful appearance – to 
transform them from objects into characters  – Hege’s photographs of Gothic 
statues served the Nazi agenda of collapsing times, enabling modern Germans 
to discern the (imagined) continuities between themselves and the exemplars 
of their country’s glorious past.80 Pinder, whose essays gave voice to Hege’s 
images, articulated this principle of temporal elision in his Art of the German 
Imperial Age, the first volume of a series called On the Essence and Development 
of German Forms (1937) that marked this eminent scholar’s decisive step into 
Nazi propaganda.81 Opening with the formula “A good future is only possible 
on the ground of a good past,” the book proceeds explicitly to “rewrite” (um-
schreiben) the history of German medieval art “with the aim not of reporting 

Figure 22-4  (a) Two views of the Bamberg Rider, c.1235. Source: photos from Hege and 
Pinder, Der Bamberger Dom und seine Bildwerke; (b) Uta of Naumburg, c.1250. Source: 
photo from Hege and Pinder, Der Naumburger Dom und der Meister seiner Bildwerke.
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but of presenting observations based on our present needs.”82 In the same vein, 
Hege’s close‐up, often eccentrically angled images of sculptures and atmospheric 
depictions of architecture transformed works of the past into richly affect‐laden 
subjects of encounters in the present.

Emerging as a counterpoint to Hege’s subjective images was the massive pho-
tographic archive initiated by the art historian Richard Hamann, which, under 
the name Foto Marburg, had by the 1930s become the chief repository of photo-
graphs of European architecture and sculpture outside Italy.83 Hamann had begun 
systematically documenting medieval monuments upon his arrival at the University 
of Marburg in 1913, simply in order to have visual materials on hand with which to 
teach his courses.84 Excursions into the field quickly became an integral part of his 
institute’s practice, and the project assumed totalizing ambitions.85 Accelerating in 
both manpower and money throughout the 1920 and 1930s, the effort accrued a 
political dimension during the German occupation of France in 1940–1944, when 
the Nazi government sponsored Hamann’s campaigns there.86 Well‐trained teams 
of photographers and students, armed with cameras and scaffolds and assisted, in 
some cases, by French prisoners of war, trooped into France’s great cathedrals to 
document every detail of the buildings and their sculptures. Despite this quasi‐mil-
itary aspect of the archive’s formation, the tens of thousands of photos amassed 
by the war’s end made the Marburg Bildarchiv a zealously protected cultural arti-
fact;87 conservators used the photographs to aid in the process of urban and eccle-
siastical reconstruction, and art historians have drawn on the images for research 
and publication purposes through the present.

Figure 22-5  Uta and the Bamberger Rider, embodiments of imperiled German culture, 
in a still from the propaganda film Der ewige Jude (Fritz Hippler, 1940). Source: photo 
retrieved from https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9DOI3FqCZJE, 4 March 2016.
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Fully aware that great monuments could be easily taken away, whether through 
violence (as with Reims) or through changes to national boundaries (as with Stras-
bourg), the Marburg photographers aimed to create a record so complete, clear, 
and detail‐rich that the images could substitute for the real things. Just as Hege’s 
lyrical depictions of Gothic sculpture shaped Germans’ views of them as relatable 
and immediate, so the Marburg photos have encouraged certain forms of schol-
arly analysis. Shot with cool scientific precision, they lend themselves well to the 
kind of iconographical investigations pioneered by Mâle and the kind of stylistic 
analysis pioneered by Vöge and Goldschmidt, grounded in close examination of 
drapery folds and hair‐formations. Making works of sculpture and architecture 
available to scholars on both sides of the Atlantic, they contributed to the expan-
sion of the discipline of Art History and the comparatively sober analytical ap-
proached that emerged in post‐war Europe and America.

IV

Nurtured by an influx of intellectual luminaries from abroad, art history flour-
ished in American universities after World War II. The study of German Gothic 
did not. Erwin Panofsky, who as a young professor in Hamburg had written a 
dense formalist survey of German Sculpture of the 11th to 13th Centuries (1924), 
turned his back on this material after moving to Princeton in 1935.88 He touched 
on German effigies in his lectures on Tomb Sculpture (1956; published in 1992), 
but for most of his career he focused on the rational, intellectually meaning-
ful dimensions of art, not the perilously affect‐laden sculptures of his native 
country.89 Panofsky’s student Adolf Katzenellenbogen (d. 1964), who made his 
career first at the Warburg Institute in London and then at Vassar College and 
Johns Hopkins University, refined Mâle’s iconographical method in his Allegories 
of the Virtues and Vices (1939) and The Sculptural Programs of Chartres Cathe-
dral (1959).90 The only study of German Gothic sculpture published in English 
in the post‐war period was Wilhelm Valentiner’s The Bamberg Rider (1956).91 
Valentiner (d. 1958) had already resided in the United States, where he was a 
prominent museum curator and director, since well before the outbreak of World 
War II, and his book, which celebrated a figure that Pinder and others had made 
a poster‐boy of Aryan values, did not attract a wide readership in the Anglophone 
world. Uta of Naumburg entered the American public consciousness indelibly, if 
obliquely, in the guise of the Evil Queen in Walt Disney’s Snow White (1937).92

Meanwhile, the study of French Gothic monuments flourished. Interest in 
these works was directly linked to the events of war. Arthur Gardner invoked the 
firebombing of Reims in the introduction to his 1915 photographic survey of 
French sculpture, which offered to “put in the hands of an art‐loving public in a 
cheap and handy form a series of illustrations which will allow the sculpture of this 
epoch to be studied with more convenience than has hitherto been possible in this 
country.”93 In 1931, Gardner published a more detailed survey of this material, a 
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counterpart to the many studies of Romanesque sculpture that had appeared dur-
ing the prior decade.94 The ground was thus fertile for the study of French Gothic, 
which blossomed under the European scholars who assumed professorships at 
American universities. With Jean Bony teaching Gothic architecture at Berkeley,95 
Marcel Aubert and Henri Focillon (d. 1943) brought the study of French Gothic 
sculpture and architecture to Yale. The two had alternated teaching years there 
starting in 1933; with France under German occupation, Focillon remained in 
New Haven until his death.96 His and Aubert’s student Sumner McKnight Cros-
by (d. 1982) would go on to become the world’s foremost expert on the Gothic 
architecture of St.‐Denis; as a professor in the same institution, Crosby directed 
dissertations on French Gothic by Pamela Blum, Robert Branner, and Caroline 
Bruzelius among others.97 At Harvard, the Byzantinist Ernst Kitzinger, a former 
student of Pinder, trained students in a variety of fields, including Dorothy Giller-
man, whose dissertation on the choir enclosures of Notre‐Dame in Paris (1977) 
expanded the purview of Gothic sculpture specialists and who, as a professor at 
Brown, would train a new generation of sculpture scholars.98 Among them were 
Kathryn Brush, whose historiographical studies loom large in the present chapter, 
Joan Holladay, who has dealt extensively with Gothic tomb sculpture, and Susan 
Leibacher Ward. The latter two are completing the three‐volume Census of Gothic 
Sculpture in America, a project Gillerman initiated.99

In post‐war Germany, scholarship on Gothic sculpture continued apace but 
assumed a radically different tone. Gone were the totalizing ambitions, the 
romantic effusions, the focus on national character; gone, too, by and large, was 
the populist appeal of the writings. Scholarship became more uniformly somber, 
objective, and academic; like that in France, its guiding questions focused less 
on the present than on the distant origins and regional characteristics of monu-
ments. The question of the identity of the Naumburg Master (still a major focal 
point) shifted terms; whereas earlier art historians had sought to articulate his 
character as specifically German man – a counterpart to national icons such as 
Luther, Goethe, and Beethoven – the new generations sought to clarify the stages 
of his training and activity both within and beyond the bounds of Saxony, and to 
tease out the diverse hands that in fact comprised the Naumburg oeuvre. Intricate 
stylistic studies by Richard Hamann‐MacLean (d. 2000) and others refined and 
nuanced earlier efforts from the 1920s and 1930s to chart the Master’s distinctive 
contributions at far‐flung sites, including Poland and northern France; the me-
dieval sculptor’s activity, in the scholarship, mirrored that of Germany’s modern 
borders as they expanded and contracted.100

With the ambitions of German nationalism stifled and the country itself split in 
two, post‐war art historians tended to look more closely at individual monuments 
and regional networks of artistic movements. In East Germany, monographic 
studies of individual buildings abounded, most produced by local experts with 
an archeological or conservatorial bent, such as Edgar Lehmann (d. 1997), Ernst 
Schubert (d. 2012), and Heinrich Magirius.101 More interpretive studies natu-
rally promoted the Marxist agenda, calling attention to the ideology and power 
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dynamics embedded in medieval artistic constructions. This entailed a new inter-
est in conditions of patronage, labor, and audience, and concomitant questions 
about the functions of sculpture in historical contexts. Discussing the Naumburg 
west choir, Helga Sciurie explained the stylistic distinctions between the elegant 
founder figures and the more robust and animated figures in the choir screen 
reliefs as an appeal to the works’ diverse audiences: they registered the sculptor’s 
respective address to aristocratic clerics on the one hand and the common folk on 
the other.102 Individual masters became important less for their national heritage 
than for their professional itineracy, their ability to learn from and gather impres-
sions of different classes of people as they proceeded from one worksite to the 
next.103 The culmination of the Marxist approach was the survey of the History of 
German Art, 1200–1350 (1989) by Sciurie and Friedrich Möbius, which stressed 
the social conditions of patronage and labor as determining factors of style and 
iconography.104

With the canonical Gothic monuments of Thuringia and Saxony‐Anhalt closed 
to the West, books on this topic carried a new weight; a richly illustrated hand-
book of Gothic sculpture in those regions, Dietrich Schubert’s From Halberstadt 
to Meissen, aimed explicitly to make Naumburg and its neighbors accessible to 
West German readers – an aim similar to what Dehio had done for Strassburg 
earlier.105 To present an overview of particularly shining moment (Aufgipfelung) 
in German history, when the now fragmented land was unified (at least in theory) 
under a strong ruling dynasty, was the aim of the blockbuster 1977 exhibition The 
Staufen Age at the Württembergisches Landesmuseum in Stuttgart.106 This show 
assembled over 900 objects from the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, from coins 
and seals to plaster casts of monumental sculptures, to present a vision of a strong, 
confident, ideologically cohesive past that differed from the fractured present. 
It also yielded an ambitious five‐volume catalog that exemplifies the historical 
rigor and unsentimental interpretive methods of German post‐war scholarship.107 
In what became a seminal essay, Willibald Sauerländer deconstructed the roman-
tic mythology surrounding the Naumburg founder figures, reassessed the paltry 
state of empirical knowledge about them (the celebrated Uta figure, he surmised, 
may just as well represent the Polish princess Reglindis), and placed the discussion 
of their meaning squarely into functionalist terms.108 The figures now stood as 
visual confirmations of donations made to this institution generations earlier; they 
did not celebrate individuals but commemorated economic deeds. Their seem-
ingly spontaneous gestures and individuated faces were all conventional signs 
that enabled the figures to function as a “mirror of princes” for the cathedral’s 
noble canons. The donor figures were tools of institutional memory and social 
formation of long obsolete communities.109

The Naumburg essay was a rare foray onto Germanic turf for Sauerländer, who 
over the previous decade had established himself as an expert on French sculpture 
and remains the dominant voice in this field.110 It is his book, Gothic Sculpture in 
France, 1140–1270, that has served as the locus classicus for this material since its 
publication in 1970 (English version 1972, French version 1972).111 Centered 
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upon a compendium of large, scientifically precise black‐and‐white photographs 
by Max Hirmer, that place different programs (chiefly portal ensembles) in neat 
chronological order, the volume bridges the gap between Mâle and Vöge: its 
introductory essay presents a concise overview of the major iconographic themes, 
while the catalog entries at the end furnish analyses of stylistic traits and influ-
ences. The development and transmission of style was a central concern in Sau-
erländer’s earlier work. In 1966 he charted the movement of a particular form 
of naturalistic representation “from Sens to Strasbourg,” definitively locating the 
latter monument in the French line of influence.112 (Most scholars now would 
point to the Chartres north transept, rather than Sens Cathedral, as the crucial 
impetus, vindicating poor Oberaspach.113)

The connection of Bamberg to Reims – evident not only in the Rider but also 
in the unusually expressive faces at both sites – has been a near‐constant preoc-
cupation in scholarship since the world wars.114 Comparative studies of these and 
other monuments, made in tandem with new archeological and documentary 
research, have led to some important re‐datings of the canonical touchstones of 
Gothic sculpture. Recent studies by the Swiss scholars Peter Kurmann and Jean 
Wirth, among others, have exposed the fragility of the chronological foundation 
upon which the study of Gothic sculpture rests.115 Kurmann’s late dating of the 
supposedly most influential elements of the Reims program, for example, means 
that either the accepted dates of the dependent German monuments are far too 
early or that the entire prototype‐copy relationship of France and Germany pre-
sumed by scholars since Mâle must be questioned.116 Meanwhile, Peter Cor-
nelius Claussen has reconceptualized such relationships, introducing the term 
“trans‐peripheral” to characterize works that transform distant prototypes to new 
ends; in this way, monuments such as the Freiberg Golden Portal or the Bam-
berg Princes’ Portal may be understood for their own merits and not as muddled 
attempts to mimic foreign models.117 New examinations of familiar monuments, 
using the conventional tools of stylistic and documentary analysis free from the 
burdens of nationalist prejudices, will surely open up fresh insights into the cre-
ativity of Gothic sculptors, the investments of their patrons, and the networks of 
meaning in which these works operated.118

The “New Art History” that took shape in the 1980s, with its integration of 
other disciplinary models and its embrace of diverse perspectives, has also opened 
up exciting new dimensions in the study of Gothic sculpture. Shunning the aes-
theticizing discourse of traditional scholarship, the late Barbara Abou‐El‐Haj and 
Nina Rowe have pointed out the conflicted attitudes and even violent impulses that 
underlay the content and design of many programs.119 Donna Sadler has revealed 
the social tensions that pervaded the sculpture program of the inner west wall at 
Reims Cathedral, above all its pressing concerns about good and bad kingship.120 
Janet Snyder’s examinations of the modern court clothing worn by early column 
statues at Chartres and elsewhere have embedded these seemingly timeless fig-
ures into the courtly milieu of the mid‐twelfth century,121 while Stephen Murray’s 
analysis of a sermon preached in mid‐thirteenth‐century Amiens allowed him to 
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situate that cathedral’s west portals into a framework of reception centered on the 
economic interests of a rural audience.122 Borrowing terms from semiotics, Kath-
leen Nolan and Laura Spitzer have teased out the structural logic of the narrative 
capital reliefs on the Chartres west façade, and discovered underlying concerns 
with female viewership and the experience of pilgrims.123 Considering the same 
monument through the lens of liturgical documents, the historian Margot Fassler 
has unveiled new nuances in the Royal Portal’s imagery; the words chanted by the 
twelfth‐century bishop and his retinue upon entering these doors on important 
feast days recast the iconography of the tympana in terms of divine revelation.124 
Indeed the study of liturgy, as mediated through documents such as Libri ordi-
narii, has enabled art historians to see sculpture programs as vibrant enhance-
ments of human performance.125 Sculptures inside the church, for example on 
choir screens and tabernacles, have come to be understood as integral elements of 
the building’s ritual life for various communities of participants,126 and the images 
on exterior portals are increasingly revealing themselves to be advertisements for 
the relics and altars located inside the church.127 Integration has become a key 
term for understanding sculpture’s role in the physical fabric and social life of the 
Gothic church.128 Fabienne Joubert’s recent survey of French Gothic sculpture 
(2008) exemplifies this shift; it eschews the conventional geographical or chro-
nological organization in favor of embedding the major sculpture programs into 
domains of medieval religious thought, political ideologies, and technologies of 
construction, while attending closely to the methods of display and conservation 
that shape our current perceptions of the works.129

Meanwhile, the recognition by historians of the body’s importance in medieval 
Christianity – both as a physical sign of virtue and as the seat of subjective experi-
ence – has had important implications for the study of sculpture.130 Gerhard Lutz 
has meticulously charted the formal changes in thirteenth‐century renditions of 
the crucifix that gave heightened heft and sensuality to Christ’s body.131 The phys-
icality of the Virgin Mary’s body, at once chaste and generative, has been central 
to studies of sculptures that show her glistening with precious stones, opening to 
reveal other figures, or proffering her baby with graceful vivacity.132 The famous 
naturalism of Gothic sculpture itself has returned to the center of some investi-
gations, with scholars reconsidering the impact of Classical art on medieval figu-
ration,133 delving into naturalism’s theological and scientific underpinnings,134 or 
exploring it as an instrument of social distinction.135 The issue of bodily mimesis 
leads easily to that of psychological mimesis, upon which the expressive faces and 
poses of many Gothic figures quite naturally prompt reflection. At a safe distance 
from the romanticizing writings of the 1920s, scholars such as Paul Binski, Martin 
Büchsel, and Jacqueline Jung have been seeking historically grounded ways of 
talking about the artistic display of emotional expression and its intended effects 
on original audiences.136

As Johannes Tripps has demonstrated, both the affective appeal and liturgical 
impact of independent sculptures were enhanced by their tactile qualities: we are 
now understanding that many sculptures, particularly those in wood, were handled 
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and moved in the course of ritual performance.137 The physical experience of 
beholders encountering architecturally static sculptures as fellow bodies in space, 
which early scholarship interested in Einfühlung had addressed, is also return-
ing to scholarly investigations; such writings follow the lead of Robert Suckale’s 
seminal study of the placement, multi‐directionality, and engagement of viewers 
in the sculptures at Bamberg Cathedral.138 Such investigations depend on close, 
protracted first‐hand observation, and necessarily reject the reliance on the stan-
dard archive of photographs.139 The increased use of digital imagery, and the 
possibility of rendering sculptural programs as three‐dimensional virtual models, 
promise to open up new possibilities for exploring the spatial and physical effects 
of individual sculptures and programs.140

New technologies are enhancing our understanding of sculpture in more 
pragmatic ways. Since the mid‐1990s a team of American and French art histo-
rians and scientists has been using neutron‐activation analysis to determine the 
unique profiles of stone from various quarries in France and comparing them with 
samples from stone sculptures dispersed in museums. Known as The Limestone 
Sculpture Provenance Project, this team has amassed an expansive (and still 
growing) database of objects that can now be definitively assigned to a particular 
location.141 Both in museums and in situ, microscopic examinations of sculptures’ 
surfaces, enhanced by infrared reflectography, optical emission spectroanalysis, 
micro‐raman spectroscopy, and other specialized photographic techniques, have 
enabled experts to determine the original coloration of Gothic sculptures, which 
has in most cases been largely lost to the elements, intentionally stripped away, or 
repainted in later times.142 (The latter was the case with the Naumburg founder 
figures; Uta, we now know, began her life as a brunette, and sported an or-
ange cloak with a black collar.143) Meanwhile, digital modeling tools are allowing 
experts to bring their discoveries to life in the form of three‐dimensional virtual 
models of sculptures in their original spatial environments and with their poly-
chromy intact. These, in turn, can help scholars come closer to studying Gothic 
statues as they were intended to look, without the need for material interven-
tions into the objects themselves.144 Within the expanded field of art history, the 
realm of scientific analysis is one in which French, German, and Anglo‐American 
scholars have found common ground, even if conservation practices in the coun-
tries vary widely.

It would be an overstatement to claim that the reunification of Germany in 
1990 and the formation of the European Union in 1993 erased the fissures that 
long cut the Continent (and its art historical scholarship) into national entities. 
The Alsace is still an issue. In 2010–2011, two new monographs appeared on 
the south transept of Strasbourg Cathedral: one was in German by a German 
scholar, one in French by a French and a Swiss author, and, although cover-
ing the same ground, they came to differing conclusions about dates and influ-
ences.145 Among the international contributors to the Naumburg Master catalog 
were seven French art historians, who dealt exclusively with French materials.146 
Scholarship in England, while preferentially addressing English and French Gothic 
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monuments, has made significant forays into Central Europe, largely bypassing 
Germany.147 North American scholarship continues its longstanding love affair 
with France.148 Only since the early 1990s have significant studies of German 
Gothic sculpture appeared in English, by a new generation of scholars working 
in the United States, Canada, and Israel.149 With deep‐seated nationalist biases 
fading from memory, younger art historians have fresh physical and conceptual 
access to materials long closed off to their twentieth‐century counterparts. And, 
in keeping with the global reach of art historical interests in the 2000s, a new 
interest in the networks of artistic exchange that linked medieval artists, work-
shops, and patrons across Europe and the Mediterranean is animating recent 
scholarship across national boundaries.150

In the age of the EU, a globalized economy, and the internet, the old worries 
about French and German identities no longer seem so pressing. Uta and Chil-
debert, the stalwart noblewoman and the elegant courtier‐king, can stand side by 
side (at least in the fictive realm of digital photography), in the same frame, and 
on equal footing – partners in expressing an ideal of pan‐European sophistication 
and grace. Yet as many visitors to Naumburg in 2011 noticed, their differences in 
style and, yes, character are impossible to ignore; the more closely they are com-
pared, the more distinctive they look. If the pairing of Uta and Childert can teach 
us anything, it may be that the time is ripe to reconsider the question of national 
styles – not to provide clarity about the present, but to seek a more nuanced and 
capacious understanding of the constellations of individuals and institutions that 
produced these strange, splendid remnants of the distant past.
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Gothic Manuscript Illustration: 
The Case of France

Anne D. Hedeman

During the thirteenth century, Paris, the French capital, was one of the largest 
cities in Europe and, arguably, the center of European manuscript production. 
Home to a powerful court and to one of the pre‐eminent universities in Europe, 
Paris was a market for a broad range of manuscripts, and thus was a leader and 
model for all of Europe.

As a result of these particular circumstances, French manuscripts, particularly 
Parisian ones, have long been the focus of scholarly analysis and serve as an appro­
priate case‐study for methodological approaches to Gothic manuscript illustra­
tion. This chapter will describe how some recent methodological approaches 
have built on fundamental studies of style to shape and reshape our perception 
of Gothic book production. It will track how the interest in codicology, genre 
studies, and interdisciplinarity have posed new questions about the production 
and consumption of the illuminated book.1

Style

Stylistic analysis remains a central component of art historical practice and an 
essential foundation for other approaches to the book. Volumes by Vitzthum and 
Porcher established broad parameters for discussion of French style in the Gothic 
period to 1300, which subsequent scholars have refined and are just beginning 
to replace.2 In his posthumously published book, Robert Branner combined 
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information drawn from diverse sources ranging from liturgical usage and histor­
ical associations to property records from the Abbey of St. Geneviève to anchor 
groups of manuscripts in Paris and to create a picture of book production in the 
capital. He grouped and localized stylistically related manuscripts around securely 
dated and localized nuclei, defining a series of at least 20 “ateliers” whose work 
he described in an extensive series of appendices and illustrated in more than 
400 images. His book remains an important contribution and a starting point 
for scholars working on Parisian material, but it has a central flaw: it assumes 
that manuscripts were produced by ateliers made up of a master artist and mul­
tiple assistants who were in charge of the book’s execution.3 There is little evi­
dence for the existence of such large ateliers in Paris. Indeed several subsequent 
studies of Parisian book production have used external documentary evidence in 
conjunction with careful codicological analysis (see discussion below) to suggest 
that manuscript production and decoration in Paris was probably overseen by a 
coordinator, usually a libraire (bookseller) affiliated to the university of Paris, 
who would subcontract work to small family businesses of artists.4 Thus, differ­
ences in styles in manuscript paintings were probably due to a libraire distributing 
individual segments of a manuscript to diverse artists as part of regular working 
practices, rather than an artistic atelier that was unable to meet its deadlines hur­
riedly farming sections of the book out to another atelier. Further, we know that 
many of these artists practiced their craft in distinctive sections of Paris, most typ­
ically the Rue Neuve Nostre Dame near the cathedral and the Rue Erembourg de 
Brie near St. Séverin on the left bank.

But where can we find stylistic information about other centers in France or 
in the French orbit? To the bibliographic overview given by Bräm we must add 
François Avril’s contribution to the catalog for the 1998 Parisian exhibition, 
L’Art au temps des rois maudits, which sketches a broad outline of distinct Pari­
sian and regional styles.5 In his catalog essay, Avril suggests that French regional 
styles of high quality emerge after St. Louis’s death in 1270, first in the power­
ful fiefs in the north, such as Amiens, Arras, Cambrai, Saint‐Omer, Thérouenne, 
Saint‐Quentin, and Soissons (all equally in the stylistic orbit of the Netherlands, 
England, and the Rhineland), in Metz in Lorraine (an imperial city), and in Tou­
louse, the center of French power in Languedoc and a university town which 
produced a significant number of law books toward the end of the thirteenth 
century. Avril cautions that the Parisian model, in which libraires supervise book 
production, is not appropriate for other regions of France where artists did not 
experience the job security offered by a diverse and large clientele for books. Avril 
admits that there is a lot about the artist’s life, social status, and working methods 
that we simply do not know. His catalog entries of 27 Parisian manuscripts and 
38 from other centers concentrate on stylistic analysis, at which he excels, and 
outline the state of research on each manuscript’s text, its documentary or litur­
gical localization, and its patronage. The beauty of the non‐Parisian manuscripts 
exhibited in Les rois maudits whets the appetite for Alison Stones’s long‐awaited 
Gothic Manuscripts, 1260–1320, which offers a detailed state of research on the 
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style in manuscript centers throughout what is now France. Stones’s introduction 
presents an analysis of stylistic relations between artists and centers in France, and 
her catalog contains states of research on numerous thirteenth‐ and fourteenth‐
century manuscripts. The supplementary material – lists of patrons, illuminators, 
decorators, scribes, and owners – along with a series of tables that compare early 
cycles for 14 important texts ranging from the Bible to the Roman de la Rose and 
Vincent of Beauvais’s Speculum historiale, give scholars a strong foundation for 
both stylistic analysis and new interdisciplinary research.

Codicology

Since its début in the 1970s as an auxiliary discipline in manuscript studies, codi­
cology, or the archeology of the book, broadened the understanding of artistic 
practice in the Gothic period. Codicology’s concern with all aspects of book pro­
duction has produced scholarship that explores different facets of artistic practice. 
Analyses of production – from the preparation and ruling of parchment; to the 
scribe’s writing of the text leaving spaces for illustration, decorated initials, or 
marginalia; to the binding of the book – have clarified the artist’s place in book 
production and emphasized the importance of careful observation and study of 
manuscripts themselves. Although there is a long tradition of studying indications 
to artists in manuscripts and artist’s drawings, scholars have begun to pay renewed 
attention both to model books and to the use of written directions to illuminators 
and of marginal sketches that guided the artists in the illustration of both familiar 
and new texts.6 Scholars also examined other marginal marks and notes to piece 
together what they reveal about individual artists’ organization of their work. 
For instance, Stirnemann and Gousset have discovered color notes and signs that 
prescribe decorative patterns to be used in painting backgrounds for initials and 
miniatures, marginal indicators for alternating of color in flourished initials, indi­
cations for payment that reveal medieval technical vocabulary for describing ini­
tials, and marks designed not for payment as Branner had previously speculated, 
but to remind an artist of the number of initials he was to paint on a bifolium or 
gathering of bifolia entrusted to him for illustration.7 One interesting aspect of 
their research to date is the suggestion that the systems devised to indicate color 
seem highly personalized in the Gothic period. Data derived from analyses like 
these may eventually be used in combination with connoisseurship to aid stylistic 
attribution. For instance, Stirnemann’s analysis of filigrane initials in manuscripts 
securely attributed to Paris and to the regions of lower Champagne and upper 
Burgundy shows the utility of secondary decoration as an indicator of the locali­
zation of books.8

Codicological analysis can also establish broader parameters for understanding 
book production in the Gothic period. In a masterful book, historians Mary and 
Richard Rouse combined codicological study of surviving manuscripts produced 
by the Parisian book trade, analysis of documents involving individual commissions 
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and individual participants in the book trade (the scribes, illuminators, bookbinders, 
parchment‐sellers, paper‐sellers, and libraires), and evidence drawn from modern 
research on the textual and art historical content of the manuscripts to describe 
the  Parisian book trade from the thirteenth to early sixteenth centuries.9 Their 
discoveries show how fruitful the integrated study of all aspects of a manuscript 
can be, making clear that knowledge about the place and the social network within 
which scribes, illuminators, bookbinders, parchment‐sellers, and libraires plied their 
trades helps us ask appropriate questions of the manuscripts we study. Thus, for 
instance, their book makes substantial contributions to such longstanding art histo­
rical topics as the debate about the identity of “Master Honoré” and of the Papleu 
Master (whom the Rouses suggest might be Honoré d’Amiens and his son‐in‐law 
Richard de Verdun), or the role of centers of patronage in the dissemination of 
illuminated texts.10

The organization of the Parisian book trade under the loose regulation of the 
university and in response to diverse types of patronage was probably not repli­
cated elsewhere in France in the Gothic period. Nonetheless, there is more to do 
to analyze production in other French centers using an interdisciplinary approach 
comparable to that employed by Richard and Mary Rouse. Future interdisciplin­
ary publications will doubtless result from the foundations provided by books like 
the analysis of the production of art in St. Omer that is based upon a thorough 
analysis of the rich archives in St. Omer, Lille, and Arras and from Alison Stones’s 
synthetic catalog.11

Interdisciplinary Approaches and the Emerging Study 
of Secular Illustration

One of the most fruitful developments in art historical manuscript studies 
beginning in the last quarter of the twentieth century is the proliferation of 
interdisciplinary analyses grounded in the manuscripts themselves. Such analyses 
assume diverse shapes; their focus ranges from study of literary genre, narrative, 
reception, or patronage, to topics inspired by post‐modernism, like recent studies 
of marginalia. Despite their different methodologies, most start from a careful 
examination of individual manuscripts and develop through active engagement 
with other fields, either through collaboration with colleagues from historical or 
literary studies or through the exploration of shared questions.12

Publications on the Bible moralisée, a book containing densely illuminated 
excerpts from the Bible accompanied by paired pictorial and textual commen­
tary, show how valuable it can be when scholars from distinct fields employ dif­
ferent methodologies to approach a literary genre. Until 2000, most scholars 
first saw these manuscripts in facsimiles of either the French version (of Vienna 
Österreichische Nationalbibliothek, Codex Vindobonensis 2554) or of one of the 
three‐volume Latin manuscripts (the copy now preserved as Oxford, Bodleian 
Library, MS Bodley 270b; Paris, Bibliothèque nationale de France, MS Lat. 11 
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560; and London, British Library, MSS Harley 1526–1527).13 The priority given 
these manuscripts by their publication shaped analysis of the text and image of the 
literary genre as a whole, reinforcing the philological contention that editing (or 
in this case, publishing) is interpretation.14

John Lowden returned to the manuscripts, examining the seven earliest Bibles 
moralisées, each decorated with thousands of images, within the frame of their 
production and consumption in order to offer a fresh appraisal of the relationships 
between them.15 His book presents a complex picture of the evolution and inter­
action of individual manuscripts, and tracks the afterlife of diverse Bibles moralisées 
as they move through the hands of sequential owners in France, England, and 
Spain. He combines a codicological analysis of all seven manuscripts in Volume 1 
with a careful analysis in Volume 2 of the potential modes of viewing and reading 
of the book of Ruth, which they all share. Lowden successfully evokes multiple 
audiences for the Bible moralisée and begins to address questions concerning the 
authorship of the text and the relationships between textual and visual narratives 
in the diverse manuscripts. He sketches diverse audiences: authors and artists who 
actively consume and respond to the works of their predecessors; kings, queens, 
and princes who dip into the books; and other owners who treasured the work, 
unbound, for years, possibly without even reading or looking at it.

Lowden’s examination of the book of Ruth across the multiple copies of the 
Bible moralisée dispels some long‐held myths. He questions whether the text of 
the Bible moralisée was constructed systematically by a university master or theo­
logian, as scholars have postulated since the 1920s. He observes that the text 
of the manuscript family was not fixed; rather it was rethought for each man­
uscript in “an additive process that was followed in search of ‘improvement.’” 
Further, he suggests that images had priority, particularly in the earliest French 
manuscript. The pictures were painted first by accomplished artists who knew 
the Bible better than the caption’s writers did, and who, in the commentary’s 
illustrations, constructed images of “reality” by shaping new artistic conventions. 
Lowden shows that the seven early Bibles moralisées were not produced as copies 
of a prior authoritative model, but as a series of variations on a theme. His analysis 
links both the texts and the images of these manuscripts in a chain of produc­
tion in which written word and painted image “improve in various ways on their 
predecessors.”

Lowden’s findings encourage further research into both the construction and 
the reception of these books. If as he suggests, the corpus has little influence 
outside its textual “family,” why is that? Does the sophistication of the visual 
referencing described in these volumes find an echo in biblical illustration from 
other manuscripts painted by the same Parisian artists?

A book by Sara Lipton, a historian, complements Lowden’s and contrib­
utes a different perspective on how the images of the Bible moralisée construct 
meaning.16 Less concerned with artistic practice than with the Bible moralisée’s 
role in internalizing and shaping contemporary political attitudes, Lipton exam­
ined the visual and verbal representation of Jews in the two earliest manuscripts 
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(Vienna Österreichische Nationalbibliothek, Codex Vindobonensis 2554 and 
1179). Her analysis successfully evokes visual imagery’s potential to create a rhe­
torical structure, a visual language of signs, that shaped the meaning of the moral 
teachings embodied in the manuscript. Unlike Lowden, Lipton is not as invested 
in establishing the priority of images, as in showing their rhetorical power in 
partnership with their text and with contemporary political attitudes. She argues 
that the contemporary subjects of the new commentary images and their texts 
in the Bible moralisée challenged artists and authors to translate familiar biblical 
scenes into visually associated thirteenth‐century equivalents. She establishes how 
these thirteenth‐century scenes are linked to their visual biblical analogue and 
its textual caption, but at the same time, are distinct from them. Her readings of 
the visual and textual signs employed to bridge gaps between biblical past and 
French present allowed her to unravel one thread: “the unarticulated, but influ­
ential factors underlying French Jewish policy.”

Lipton reveals herself to be a sensitive viewer of images and a formidable 
historian as she tracks the visualization of verbal abstractions, even those with a 
long exegetical tradition, as they take a vividly contemporary and secular turn. In 
modernizing, the pictures incorporated and redeployed anti‐Jewish imagery of a 
type traditionally classed as popular, and represented the behaviors of bad kings 
and philosophers, heretics, and misguided students as “Jewish” behavior.

If Lowden is right, most medieval readers would dip into the book, rather than 
read it from cover to cover as Lipton did. For them, the “piling on, broadening, 
and deepening of the anti‐Jewish themes” may not have been as evident as it 
was to Lipton or, arguably, to those who constructed the manuscript in the first 
place. Nonetheless, readers in the thirteenth century would doubtless recognize 
the modernity of the book and its discrete anti‐Semitic elements, even when they 
experienced just one or two pages at a time.

Publications on vernacular romance and chansons de gestes by scholars working across 
disciplinary boundaries also reshaped analyses of images in secular manuscripts. The 
manuscripts of Chrétien de Troyes attracted significant attention in the 1990s, 
when the collaborative team of Busby, Nixon, Stones, and Walters brought out 
a two‐volume corpus. This assembled analytical essays by 18 scholars, catalog 
descriptions of the 45 extant manuscripts of Chrétien de Troyes, reproductions 
of all the miniatures, and selected reproduction of the range of scribal hands and 
decorative initials in the manuscripts.17 Almost simultaneously, Sandra Hindman 
published a socio‐political reading of seven of the manuscripts that, together with 
Busby’s corpus, raised important questions about the reception of manuscripts of 
Chrétien de Troyes.18

Hindman’s book and Stones’s and Busby’s articles in their corpus have the 
greatest utility to art historians trying to understand Arthurian imagery.19 Their 
contributions were ably described in a review article by Huot, who noted their 
significance for the study of the medieval reception of Chrétien and their meth­
odological importance in showing how an integrated analysis of the evidence 
provided by the medieval book provides a context for literary reception.20 
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Huot signaled Stones’s fundamental contribution in identifying and describing 
the stylistic hands that produced manuscripts of Chrétien’s texts and others. She 
was stimulated by Hindman’s and Busby’s explorations of oral and literate culture 
and their relationships to manuscripts of Chrétien’s romances. While Hindman 
analyzed the Chrétien manuscripts as embodying both prose‐type and verse‐type 
illustrations, Busby suggested that the reception of prose and verse had been 
assimilated by the thirteenth century so that the mere inclusion of illustrations in 
thirteenth‐century copies of Chrétien’s verse romance suggests the appropriation 
of the later prose text models. Busby noted that the illuminated Chrétien manu­
scripts date not from Chrétien’s lifetime, but later – from precisely the period in 
which the illuminated prose Lancelot‐Grail cycle and other prose Arthurian texts 
proliferated. He postulated that the intertextual relationship between thirteenth‐
century prose romances and Chrétien’s verse romances helps explain why certain 
scenes popular in prose romance were chosen for illustration when Chrétien’s 
text finally received pictures. Huot described the challenge that Hindman’s and 
Busby’s findings pose to students of secular material:

Medieval readers did not approach Chrétien in a vacuum; they read his works through 
the intervening lens not only of the subsequent Continuations [of Chrétien’s text], 
but also of prose romance. That these altered modes of receiving twelfth‐century 
romance should be reflected in manuscript format and illustration is perhaps not 
surprising: nonetheless, it is an important point whose ramifications have yet to be 
fully explored.21

Huot’s discussion of Hindman’s and Busby’s work suggests a way to explore 
both the construction of these manuscripts and their reception. One avenue for 
further research would be to examine the visual communities within which the 
artists worked – the imagery that they knew and manipulated – in order to explore 
the impact of visual vocabulary on shaping the reception of both Chrétien’s verse 
romance and Arthurian prose romance. Stones has shown that the artists who 
illustrated these texts also illustrated epic, song, romance, and books for private 
devotion and for liturgical use, and she has begun to explore visual modes used 
for sacred and secular texts in the early thirteenth century. She discusses the 
shared patterns that artists used for diverse literary genres in a series of publica­
tions where she suggests that visual motifs frequently take on a status independent 
of their textual genre so that these building blocks of visual narrative are neither 
sacred nor secular.22

Blurred Literary Genres and the Study of Imagery

The interpenetration of sacred and profane texts and images are an intriguing area 
for further research. Are there situations where motifs did not gain independence 
of their origins as illustrations of the sacred or profane? If so, could these motifs be 
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used by artists to make an intentional intervisual reference to an alternate literary 
genre? Did artists ever deliberately create a secular image with a sacred resonance or 
a sacred image that has a secular resonance? Are there cases where such references are 
undeniable and where it is clear that their function was to shape a reader’s response?

Some publications suggest that this could happen. One example is a pair of 
thirteenth‐century manuscripts: the Morgan Picture Bible (New York, Pierpont 
Morgan Library, M. 638) and a mid‐thirteenth‐century Flemish psalter (Los 
Angeles, Getty Museum, MS 14).23 Mann describes how artists visualized bib­
lical tales in the Morgan Picture Bible. He analyzes the contribution that the 
manuscript’s lively and detailed painted style makes to the visual cycle’s narrative 
structure and to the relationship between the manuscript’s vivid scenes of battle 
and the literary descriptions of battles in chansons de gestes. He also describes an 
intriguing feature of the Morgan Picture Bible that helped solidify the chivalric 
reception of the images: the use of inscriptions on the blades of five swords.24 
Some inscriptions make sense in the context of the manuscript, as, for instance, 
when the inscription “golias” on the sword with which David beheads Goliath in 
the Morgan Picture Bible clarifies that David used the giant’s own sword to exe­
cute him. Others only make sense within a broader secular frame within which, 
as Mann indicates, biblical battle scenes seemingly exploit “the epic character of 
their textual sources to transform sacred history into a tale of great deeds and 
heroic actions.”25 Thus Mann describes how many sword inscriptions found in the 
Morgan Picture Bible and in the Getty Psalter, such as “ioiouse,” “courte,” and 
“durndal,” were derived from the Song of Roland, in which they are the swords 
of Charlemagne (Joyeuse), Ogier le Dane (Courtrain), and Roland (Durendal).

The blurring of genres that these inscriptions accomplish, particularly in the 
Morgan Picture Bible, is powerful. While the introduction of the inscriptions – 
originally the only words written in the manuscript  –  conflates biblical heroes 
and French epic warriors, this conflation operates on a generic level in the Morgan 
Picture Bible. Only in the Getty Psalter (fig. 23-1) does a named figure, David, 
bear a labeled sword; “durndal” associates him with Roland. In the Morgan 
Picture Bible, by contrast, the book’s designer seems to have been careful to give 
named swords only to anonymous soldiers: one of Saul’s emissaries sent to kill 
David bears the sword marked “courte” (fig. 23-2, upper register), one of Da­
vid’s soldiers wields “odismort” (fig. 23-3), and a Philistine uses “ioiouse” (also 
fig. 23-3).26 The anonymity of the soldiers bearing the swords in the Picture Bible 
makes it more likely that the swords’ inclusion would successfully foster a generic 
literary association between biblical history and chansons de gestes, rather than a 
specific association between the biblical King David and Charlemagne. This is dif­
ferent from the practices in court ceremonial, where comparisons were explicit by 
the reign of Philip III when the royal sword used in the coronation ceremony was 
first identified as “joyeuse,” the sword of Charlemagne, in order to associate Cape­
tian rulers specifically with their most famous Carolingian ancestor.27

The Getty Psalter and Morgan Picture Bible are not by the same artist, but the 
artists who painted these manuscripts clearly practiced within an environment in 



Figure 23-1  David plays the harp before Saul and David slays Goliath, from Psalter. J. 
Paul Getty Museum, Los Angeles, MS 14, fol. 16v. Source: reproduced courtesy of the 
J. Paul Getty Museum.



Figure 23-2  Michal’s ruse for saving David’s life; David flees to Samuel; Saul sends 
armed men to kill David; Saul’s messengers throw down their arms and prophesy, from 
Morgan Picture Bible. New York: Pierpont Morgan Library MS M. 638, fol. 31. Source: 
photo courtesy of Pierpont Morgan Library.



Figure 23-3  David attacks feasting Amalekites; Saul and three of his sons fall before 
the Philistines, from Morgan Picture Bible. New York: Pierpont Morgan Library, MS M. 
638, fol. 34v. Source: photo courtesy of Pierpont Morgan Library.



558 	 A n n e  D. H e d e m a n

which the classic battles of chansons de gestes and of the Bible were freely associated 
by painters and readers.28 Through the semiotic sign of the inscribed sword, artists 
economically and deliberately secularized sacred imagery and contextualized the 
artistic vocabulary of lively battle scenes, so that viewers of biblical imagery would 
see the pictures through the lens of “the narrative structure of French romance.”29 
In this case, motifs function very differently from the neutral “shared artists’ pat­
terns” that Stones described for the early thirteenth century when secular illustra­
tion was neither as elaborate nor as sophisticated as sacred illustration.

What happens during the course of the thirteenth century as time passes and 
secular illustration becomes more elaborate? Were deliberate blurrings of bound­
aries between religious and romance illustrations more common? What was the 
relationship between these genres and the illustration of newly emerging histori­
cal texts in prose vernacular? Gabriel Spiegel established a theoretical framework 
for addressing this question in a series of articles and a book that consider French 
vernacular historical writings.30 Her book explores the ideological underpinnings 
of the shift from verse epic and prose romance to prose historiography with its 
development of a language of “fact,” and her articles model ways to approach 
medieval histories as literary forms that incorporate signs of both the historical 
period and the social forces that generated them.31

The points Spiegel makes about texts raise interesting questions about the 
manuscripts that contain them. Manuscripts are physical objects made at specific 
moments that mediate between readers, with their external and diverse appropri­
ations of a text, and the text itself. From an art historical standpoint, the imagery 
adapted and devised for the earliest copies of a new text and the very differ­
ent imagery devised for later copies of the same text are of interest. How does 
the selection and deployment of illustration change the historical meaning and 
reception of a secular text as it moves through time and is claimed by different 
audiences? Enough groundwork has been done on illuminated manuscripts of 
individual texts to facilitate this inquiry, and research now looks across genres and 
finds purposeful interaction between them.32

Consideration of a pair of related images from a Grandes chroniques de France 
and a Roman de Troie will exemplify the important contribution that imagery can 
make in signaling relationships between texts. In her study of the corpus of illumi­
nated copies of the Roman de Troie, Morrison has shown that the earliest illumi­
nated manuscript of the verse romance (Paris, Bibliothèque nationale de France, 
MS fr. 1610) was painted in Paris in 1264, probably for a member of the Capetian 
court.33 Ten years later, the first Grandes chroniques de France (Paris, Bibliothèque 
St. Geneviève, MS 782), a prose chronicle, was made in Paris and presented to 
King Philip III.34 Both of these illuminated books were illustrated almost 100 
years after the translation of the Roman de Troie from Latin into French, at the 
exact time that vernacular history was first being deployed in the service of the 
Capetian kings of France.35

The visual relationship between the first illuminated Roman de Troie (fig.  23-4) 
and the introductory miniature of the first Grandes chroniques (fig.  23-5)  



Figure 23-4  Priam dispatches Paris to Greece; Paris sets sail; Paris captures Helen at 
the Temple of Venus; Massacre of Greeks. Leaf exised from Roman de Troie. Collection 
of Dr. J. H. van Heek, Foundation Bergh Castle, Hs. 66 [inv. 216], Fr. XIVd. Source: 
S’Heerenberg. Stichting Huis Bergh.



Figure 23-5  Priam dispatches Paris to Greece; Paris sets sail; Paris captures Helen 
at the Temple of Venus; Paris and Helen set sail for Troy, from Grandes chroniques de 
France. Paris: Bibliothèque Sainte‐Geneviève, MS 782, fol. 2v. Source: photo courtesy of 
Bibliothèque Sainte‐Geneviève.
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parallels the development that took place in Arthurian romance almost 40 years 
earlier.36 In both cases there was a lag in the illustration of one text until a 
moment when its themes and stories spark renewed interest and other texts 
incorporating them appear. Thus the manuscripts of Chrétien de Troyes are 
first illuminated well after Chrétien’s death but contemporaneously with 
the emergence of illuminated prose romances like the Lancelot‐Grail cycle. The 
Roman de Troie is first illustrated well after its appearance, but contempora­
neously with the Grandes chroniques de France. Both the Trojan romance and 
the chronicle incorporate illustrations featuring the story of Troy, which was of 
increasing ideological significance to St. Louis and to the Capetian court in the 
late thirteenth century.

Morrison cautions us that this migration of imagery between what modern 
scholars see as distinct genres of romance (poetic fiction) and chronicle (prose 
fact) should remind us that our modern distinction between fiction and history 
was more permeable in the Middle Ages. Language used in the dedicatory poem 
(fol. 326v) to the first Grandes chroniques reinforces this observation, describ­
ing the text as “le romanz qui des rois est romez” (the roman [romance?] that 
is written in French about the kings).37 The intervisual relationship between 
the first illustrated Roman de Troie and the first Grandes chroniques signals a 
relationship that was understood much better in the late thirteenth than in the 
early twenty‐first century. Thus the analysis of the imagery in the visual cycles 
of these manuscripts in relation to each other is essential for a true historical 
understanding of the texts’ deployment in the thirteenth century.38 Points of 
harmony and disjuncture between the pictures and their texts are essential 
guides to modern scholars who are interested in recuperating ideological and 
intertextual relationships.

The independent visual narrative of the Roman de Troie recasts the story to 
emphasize the related themes of “the perfidy of the Greeks, the importance of 
leadership, and above all, the heroism of Hector.”39 The third full‐page miniature 
of the romance (fig. 23-4) is a negative representation of Paris’ impulsive gesture 
that led to the second destruction of Troy. Its upper register emphasizes the folly 
of King Priam who listens to his son Paris volunteer to be sent to Troy. Those 
around Paris react strongly: Paris’ brother Hector, who was concerned about 
the greater strength of the Greek forces, and his sister Cassandra, who predicted 
the destruction of Troy if Paris took a Greek wife, appear beside their brother. 
The middle register shows the arrival of the Trojans outside the Greek city, and 
the lower represents Paris’ embrace of Helen, visualizing the “love at first sight” 
that led to her abduction, and the ignoble massacre of Greeks in prayer at the 
temple.40

Not more than 10 years after the Roman de Troie was illuminated, an artist 
devising pictures for the new Grandes chroniques turned to it as an appropriate 
visual source for the chronicle. He reconceptualized the Roman de Troie’s illus­
tration to fit the chronicle’s expressed goal of offering the young King Philip III 
examples of good and bad kingship to emulate and to shun.41
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The frontispiece of the Grandes chroniques (fig. 23-5) is clearly a variation on 
the image of the Roman de Troie. This image accompanies a text that states that 
the Trojan King Priam sent his son Paris to carry off Queen Helen in order to 
avenge an earlier slight by the Greeks. The book’s designer edited the model 
from the Roman de Troie to promote that message. In the upper register, Paris 
kneels alone before King Priam before setting sail for Troy. The lower register 
reconceptualizes Priam’s and Helen’s meeting in the temple; it does not empha­
size their impulsive love at first sight, so much as the forceful abduction that was 
Paris’ act of revenge.42 Helen’s crown emphasizes her superior social status to 
Paris, and Paris grabs her wrist in a classic gesture of rape. His embrace of her 
shoulder with his right arm may be a residual influence of his model, for it offers 
Helen protection in a gesture that recalls the embrace in the Roman de Troie. 
The protective embrace is repeated in the final scene when they sail to Troy.

The changes between these illustrations were subtle, but deliberate. They man­
age to give the adaptation of the image in the first Grandes chroniques a different 
resonance than it had in the Roman de Troie. At the same time the images pre­
serve the overt intervisual reference between them, which, for Morrison, signaled 
an intertextual relationship, a reference to the Roman de Troie as a “prologue” to 
the Grandes chroniques de France.43

As secular imagery became more sophisticated during the course of the thirteenth 
century, it seems that interrelationships between the illustrations of newly emerging 
texts and their venerable predecessors were increasingly common. We cannot prove 
that such intervisual relationships were always significant. However, there is ample 
evidence that they often were, and, as a result, interdisciplinary study of all aspects 
of Gothic manuscripts – but especially the visual – is increasingly important for any 
medievalist who hopes to recuperate an understanding of the past.
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and Paris. For the state of research, see Noel and Weiss, eds., The Book of Kings, 
pp. 15–18, and articles in Hourihane, Between the Picture and the Word.

29	 Mann, “Picturing the Bible,” p. 55.
30	 See Spiegel, Romancing the Past.
31	 Spiegel, “History, Historicism,” pp. 25–26.
32	 For publications of corpora, see for instance, Buchthal, Historia; Oltrogge, His-

toire ancienne; Jung, La Légende de Troie. For examples of research that examines 
the development of visual cycles within specific historical contexts, see Hedeman, 
Royal Image; Morrison, “Illuminations,” and Morrison and Hedeman, Imagining 
the Past.

33	 Morrison, “Illuminations,” pp. 83–96.
34	 For discussion of this manuscript, see Hedeman, Royal Image, pp. 11–29.
35	 Morrison, “Illuminations,” pp. 92–95.
36	 See the discussion of Busby’s findings above at note 19.
37	 For discussion of this passage, see Guenée, “Les Grandes chroniques.” In the Grandes 

chroniques, “roman” seems to function as a term referring to the French vernacular, 
rather than to its modern meaning of “romance.” It seems that when the Grandes 
chroniques were written for presentation in 1274, they were described by this flexible 
term that was able to include romans d’antiquités like the Roman de Troie and the 
sequence of emerging vernacular histories charted by Spiegel that culminated in the 
Grandes chroniques. For more on this phenomenon, see Morrison and Hedeman, 
Imagining the Past.

38	 Morrison, “Illuminations,” pp. 104–105.
39	 For analysis of the complete cycle of the first roman de Troie, see ibid., pp. 106–133.
40	 For identification of the scenes, see Morrison, “Illuminations,” pp. 112–113.
41	 In what follows I am revising material I have published in light of Morrison’s 

analysis. See Hedeman, Royal Image, pp. 12–14; Morrison, “Illuminations,” 
p. 103.

42	 For the analysis of these gestures that follows, see Garnier, Le Langage de l’image, 
plates 106–107. For nuanced analysis of the gesture of a rapist seizing a woman’s 
wrist, see Wolfthal, “Hue and a Cry.”

43	 Morrison, “Linking Ancient Troy and Medieval France.”
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Further Reading and Viewing

In the field of French thirteenth‐century manuscript studies there are still many manu­
scripts that have been neither published nor fully examined. While this chapter gives a 
methodological introduction to the field of Gothic art history, careful study of individual 
manuscripts is an essential beginning. In addition to the bibliography listed above, see 
Keith Busby, Codex and Context: Reading Old French Verse Narrative in Manuscripts, 2 
vols. (Amsterdam, 2002).
  Websites of individual libraries and museums also provide increasing coverage of man­
uscripts; among the most notable to provide full manuscript digitalization are Gallica 
at the Bibliothèque nationale (http://gallica.bnf.fr) and Digitalized Manuscripts at the 
British Library (http://www.bl.uk/manuscripts/Default.aspx). A web portal, Euromuse 
(www.euromuse.net), gives access to information about current and forthcoming exhibi­
tions in European museums. Numerous independent sites offering imagery of individual 
manuscripts and collections can be accessed through web portals like the website of the 
Research Group on Manuscript Evidence (http://manuscriptevidence.org/) or the Digita-
lized Medieval Manuscripts app (DMMapp) (http://digitizedmedievalmanuscripts.org). 
For 20 years the Institut de recherche et d’histoire des textes (IRHT) in Paris has sur­
veyed and documented illuminated manuscripts in French libraries, and the results of their 
efforts appear in the Bibliothèque virtuelle des manuscrits médiévaux (BVMM) (http://
bvmm.irht.cnrs.fr). Its ambitious goal is to digitalize and make accessible manuscript illu­
mination in all French collections of patrimony, except the Bibliothèque nationale. Finally, 
Calames (http://www.calames.abes.fr/pub/presentation.aspx) is an online catalog for 
archives and manuscripts held in French universities, research libraries, and institutions. 
(All websites accessed 27 August 2018.)
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“‘Specially English’: Gothic 
Illumination c.1190 to the Early 

Fourteenth Century”
Kathryn A. Smith

An essay on English Gothic illumination presents singular challenges and oppor-
tunities. While there is no dearth of “traditional” art historical investigations con-
structed substantially from the fruits of stylistic analysis, the production of such 
studies was a relatively late development in the scholarship on the material. This 
is due, in part, to the belated establishment in the English intellectual ambient of 
the discipline of art history with respect to the pictorial arts, including manuscript 
illumination. As observed by T.S.R. Boase, general editor of The Oxford History of 
English Art, in the preface to that series printed in its earliest published volume, 
Joan Evans’s English Art 1307–1461 (1949),

Art History, a clumsy but useful term, does not hold in this country the position 
that has been given to Kunstgeschichte on the Continent, and an academic discipline 
that in Europe and America is fully recognized has here few professorial chairs or 
university departments assigned to it. Our tradition of connoisseurship, the detailed 
study of works of art and objects of antiquity in order to decide their date and prov-
enance, is, it is true, well established … We still suspect the wider speculations by 
which analysis of styles provides not only a precise instrument of attribution but also 
an indication of phases of emotional temperament.1

The production of style‐generated histories is thus but one strand of the variegated 
scholarship on English Gothic manuscripts, the study of which was shaped early 
and significantly by methodologies grounded in antiquarian fields, codicology, and 
the history of the book. Regardless of its methodological orientation, however, 
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a common thread of much of this literature is a desire to identify and highlight 
those genres, forms, and characteristics of the material that “may be regarded 
as specially English,” as Sydney Cockerell put it in his landmark 1907 mono-
graph on the early fourteenth‐century Gorleston Psalter (fig. 24-1).2 This chapter 
focuses in particular on historiographical developments over the last century and 
a quarter, highlighting the contributions of scholars who played key roles in map-
ping the landscape of English Gothic manuscript illumination, as well as the insti-
tutions, publications, and exhibitions that have shaped and enriched its study.

Antiquarians, Bibliophiles, and Artist‐Publishers, to c.1895

As A.N.L. Munby, Rowan Watson, Sandra Hindman et al., and Michaela Braesel 
have demonstrated, beginning in the sixteenth century, knowledge and appreci-
ation of English Gothic manuscripts received crucial impetus from antiquarians, 
librarians, bibliophiles, and artist‐publishers, some of whom contributed as much 
to the formation of Britain’s public and private manuscript collections as to the 
study of the material.3 Space permits discussion of only a few of these figures and 
their varied methods and motivations. A desire to preserve and promote British 
and Irish history and heritage fueled the interest in manuscripts of the author, 
collector, and Director of the Society of Antiquaries of London, Richard Gough. 
Gough was among the earliest scholars to study the manuscripts of the St. Albans 
monk and historian Matthew Paris (d. 1259) (fig.  24-2): he published in his 
British Topography (1780) the maps in Matthew’s Chronica majora as well as the 
Hereford Mappa Mundi (c.1300), and his substantial 1809 bequest to the Bodle-
ian Library included numerous Gothic liturgical and religious volumes.4 Gough’s 
contemporary, the antiquary and artist Joseph Strutt, valued manuscript imagery 
principally as a “window” onto medieval and particularly English costume, social 
life, and “ancient habits.”5 Strutt’s sources for the engraved illustrations in The 
Regal and Ecclesiastical Antiquities of England (1773; a project inspired by Ber-
nard de Montfaucon’s Monuments de la monarchie françoise of 1729–1733), A 
Complete View of the Dress and Habits of the English People (1796–1799), and the 
oft‐reprinted Sports and Pastimes of the People of England (1801) comprised mini-
atures, figures, and motifs from works in major manuscript collections – often sig-
nificantly edited, all equipped with references to their original manuscript sourc-
es. These include drawings by Matthew Paris and marginal vignettes of courtly, 
urban, and rural activities from the early fourteenth‐century Queen Mary and 
Luttrell psalters (fig. 11-1, fig. 15-3), among other volumes.

Works by artist‐publishers and facsimilists of the generation after Gough and 
Strutt contributed to an appreciation of English Gothic manuscripts not only as 
historical artifacts but also as exemplars of good design. Among the “stars” of 
the architectural draftsman and illuminator Henry Shaw’s Illuminated Ornaments: 
Selected from Manuscripts and Early Printed Books from the Sixth to the Seventeenth 
Centuries (1833) are engraved and colored initials, border ornament, or marginal 



Figure 24-1  Beatus Page, Gorleston Psalter, probably Norwich, c.1310–1325 (and 
1330s), (London, British Library MS Add. 49622, fol. 8r). Source: © The British 
Library Board.
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vignettes from the Queen Mary and Gorleston psalters (fig. 11-1, fig. 24-1), the latter 
work at the time still in private hands, and the Ormesby Psalter, then owned by 
the antiquary and former British Museum Keeper of Manuscripts Francis Douce, 
whose 1834 bequest to the Bodleian Library enriched its English Gothic holdings 
(e.g. fig. 24-3).6 Drawings from the Queen Mary Psalter and miniatures from the 
mid‐thirteenth‐century Trinity Apocalypse, reproduced through the relatively new 
technology of chromolithography, feature in the paleographer and entomologist 
John Obadiah Westwood’s Illuminated Illustrations of the Bible (1846), an account 
of biblical history organized from Creation through the events of Revelation.7 If 
Strutt’s and Shaw’s works were widely popular with an educated readership newly 
interested in the history, culture, and art of the Middle Ages, Westwood’s opus 
offered what has aptly been described as “a Victorian reimagining of a medieval 
manuscript for the pious art‐loving public.”8

English Gothic illumination found one of its staunchest champions in the 
designer, writer, and activist William Morris, whose intensive study of manuscripts 
in the Bodleian Library and British Museum informed his book design and pub-
lishing and his own illumination as well as his tastes as a collector. Morris was 
influenced by the writings of the art critic John Ruskin, a vigorous promoter of 
English medieval and modern art who had rejected the preferences of previous 
generations of connoisseurs for Italian Renaissance manuscripts, proclaiming 
the period c.1250–1350 the apogee of achievement in illumination on account 
of Gothic art’s symbolic character, idealized naturalism, clarity of outline, and 
simplicity of color.9 In his essays on medieval illumination, Morris singled out 
for praise English Gothic psalters of the late thirteenth and early fourteenth 
century, declaring that “nothing can surpass their fertility of invention, splendour 

Figure 24-2  Matthew Paris, Saladin’s Capture of the True Cross, Chronica Majora, 
Vol. 1, St. Albans, c.1240–1253 (Cambridge, Corpus Christi College MS 26, fol. 140r; 
detail). Source: by permission of the Master and Fellows of Corpus Christi College, 
Cambridge.



Figure 24-3  The Angel Gives John the Book to Eat (Rev. 10 : 8–11), Douce Apocalypse, 
London, c.1265–1270 (Oxford, Bodleian Library MS Douce 180, p. 33). Source: The 
Bodleian Libraries, The University of Oxford.
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or execution, and beauty of colour.”10 The illustrated Apocalypses produced in 
significant numbers in thirteenth‐century England (fig. 24-3) Morris valued not 
only because they exemplified “serious Gothic design at its best,” but also because 
he saw in their miniatures possible evidence of “what wall‐pictures of the period 
might have been in the North of Europe.”11

Although Morris wrote relatively little about regional traditions of illumina-
tion, he did comment on the “subtle” stylistic features that, in his view, differ-
entiated English Gothic manuscripts from French books. French manuscripts, 
Morris opined, “excel specially in a dainty and orderly elegance, the English spe-
cially in love of life and nature, and there is more of rude humour in them than 
in their French contemporaries,” and he lauded the artist of the Queen Mary 
Psalter (fig. 11-1) for what he termed that artist’s “coarseness,” that is, the art-
ist’s “appreciation of the facts of ordinary life.”12 Morris’s characterization of 
the Queen Mary “Master’s” work is striking, because most subsequent writers 
have considered the psalter to be the most elegant, refined, and indeed, the most 
“French” of English Gothic books.13 In his Reith Lectures, originally broadcast 
in 1955 by the BBC and published the following year as The Englishness of English 
Art, German‐born art historian Nikolaus Pevsner similarly identified an interest in 
“observed life,” “the pursuit of nature,” and expressive line as among the defining 
features of England’s “national character” as manifest in its art.14 Richard Marks 
and others have elucidated the wider context of Pevsner’s intellectual formation, 
acknowledging the influence of Pevsner’s opus while highlighting the problems 
inherent in linking art or style with national or ethnic temperament and identity.15 
What is noteworthy here, however, is that Pevsner marshaled vignettes and min-
iatures from many of the same Gothic manuscripts that Morris had praised six 
decades earlier in order to make his case.

Catalogs, Monographs, and Exhibitions c.1895–1980

In the decades around 1900 the study of English Gothic manuscripts entered 
its formative phase, advanced by scholars united by bonds of friendship and by 
what Christopher de Hamel has called “a kind of bibliophily that was peculiarly 
English.”16 For these writers, connoisseurship, curating, collecting, and catalog-
ing often went hand‐in‐hand. As de Hamel and Stella Panayotova have observed, 
Sydney Cockerell, Director of the Fitzwilliam Museum from 1908 to 1937, may 
be situated at the center of this web of personal, intellectual, and professional 
connection.17 Cockerell’s entrée into the world of manuscripts came through 
his association beginning in the early 1890s with Ruskin, Morris, and the Pre‐
Raphaelites. These connections enabled him to absorb the lessons of Ruskin’s and 
Morris’s discerning eyes, appreciation for well‐designed books, and passion for 
Gothic art, and they facilitated his encounters with important manuscripts as well 
as future friends, collaborators, and clients. During the years around 1900, Cock-
erell served as an adviser to many British and American collectors and libraries, 
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and he earned a living from manuscript purchases on commission: even a cursory 
inspection of their provenances reveals Cockerell to have been instrumental in the 
sale or acquisition of some of the most important English Gothic manuscripts.

The decades around 1900 witnessed several major cataloging efforts. One of 
Cockerell’s most important clients, the former newspaper publisher Henry Yates 
Thompson, built a small yet remarkable collection of illuminated manuscripts. In 
addition, he facilitated subsequent scholarship on them by sponsoring their pub-
lication in four descriptive catalogs (1898–1912) and seven plate volumes (1907–
1918) containing contributions by friends and colleagues such as Cockerell, M.R. 
James, Edward Maunde Thompson, and George F. Warner.18 H.L.D. Ward’s and 
J.A. Herbert’s three‐volume Catalogue of Romances in the Department of Man-
uscripts of the British Museum (1883–1910) remains fundamental for the study 
of classical and Arthurian romances, fables, legends, Marian miracles, and ser-
mon exempla as witnessed in textual or pictorial form in medieval manuscripts, 
including English Gothic examples; of equal value is the four‐volume Catalogue 
of Western Manuscripts in the Old Royal and King’s Collections (1921) authored 
principally by Warner and Julius P. Gilson.19

A towering figure in the study of English Gothic manuscripts, the development of 
the manuscript catalog, and the history of libraries is M.R. James, a provost of both 
Eton and King’s colleges, Cambridge, and Cockerell’s predecessor as director of the 
Fitzwilliam Museum, whose descriptive catalogs of the manuscripts in more than 
30 British public and private collections remain essential resources. James began his 
series of catalogs of the holdings of Cambridge libraries in the 1890s, bringing to 
bear on the material formidable expertise in biblical studies and hagiography, lan-
guages and philology, codicology, paleography, and classical studies as well as art 
history and especially iconography, or what James called “Christian archaeology.” 
During the same period, he embarked on efforts to reconstruct the libraries of me-
dieval England through analysis and publication of their catalogs, so that by the first 
decade of the twentieth century, he was regarded as the foremost English authority 
on both illuminated manuscripts and the English monastic library.20

Providing information about codicology, textual and liturgical contents, 
indices of medieval provenances, and terse but often incisive comments about 
scribal and artistic hands, style, iconography, and sometimes even function and 
use, James’s catalog entries show him to have been an “archaeologist of the 
book” long before L.M.J. Delaissé’s advocacy of that approach to manuscript 
study.21 One gets a sense of James’s holistic approach from a particularly fulsome 
entry he authored on a manuscript made for an owner associated with St. Au-
gustine’s Abbey, Canterbury, a now fragmentary volume containing illuminated 
canticles and hymns (in Latin) as well as 100 framed Passion miniatures equipped 
with extensive captions in Anglo‐Norman French, or “insular French,”22 
England’s principal vernacular of learning, culture, record, devotion, and reli-
gious instruction from the Norman Conquest through the early fifteenth century 
(fig.  24-4). Concerning the Passion sequence James comments, “My impres-
sion, derived from the position of this series of pictures, between the Maundy  



Figure 24-4  Scenes of the Passion of Christ with Anglo‐Norman French captions, 
Canticles, Hymns, Passion of Christ, late thirteenth and early fourteenth century, St. 
Augustine’s, Canterbury (Cambridge, St. John’s College MS K. 21, fol. 51v). Source: by 
permission of the Master and Fellows of St. John’s College, Cambridge.
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Thursday and Easter Hymns, is that it was meant for the owner of the book (an 
Abbot perhaps) to study during the long services of Good Friday and Easter 
Eve.”23 In this single sentence, James paints a suggestive picture of the potential 
use in a monastic context of images and vernacular texts as cues for “disciplined 
meditation,” and  of the interweaving of liturgical and devotional modes and 
practices in medieval religion.24

The first half of the twentieth century saw the publication of important inves-
tigations of English artists, manuscripts, and groups of manuscripts. While sty-
listic analysis, attribution, and the identification of regional “schools” of illumi-
nation were among their authors’ aims, no writer focused single‐mindedly on 
style, and their studies remain valuable sources of liturgical, textual, codicolog-
ical, heraldic, or iconographic information, even if their conclusions have been 
revised in subsequent scholarship. Many of these writers manifest an apprecia-
tion for the medieval artist as a resourceful, engagé individual rather than merely 
a “carrier” or vehicle of a period or regional style. This may be due, in part, to 
the fact that the thirteenth century produced two well‐documented English 
illuminators “to whom a personal style can be attributed,”25 William de Brailes 
(fig. 24-5) and Matthew Paris (fig. 24-2). Cockerell (1930) first defined the 
oeuvre of “W. de Brailes,” a project continued by Hanns Swarzenski (1938) 
and others.26 But it was bibliographer and bookseller Graham Pollard’s (1955) 
discovery of “William de Brailes” in the Oxford archives that all but confirmed 
the artist’s identity as a professional illuminator active in that city c.1230–1260 
producing small‐format, luxury religious and devotional books for university 
clients and the lay élite, and that helped to establish Oxford as an important 
center of Gothic book production.27 Married and living in Catte Street among 
other artisans associated with the book trade, William appears to have been a 
competent scribe as well as an illuminator, and his depiction as tonsured in three 
self‐portraits (e.g. fig.  24-5) suggests that he held minor orders.28 The oeu-
vre and influence of Matthew Paris had been contentious issues since the later 
nineteenth century, when the paleographer, antiquarian, and former British 
Museum Keeper of Manuscripts Frederic Madden (1866–1869) assigned all 
of the illustrations in the Chronica majora (fig. 24-2) and Historia Anglorum 
to Matthew himself, a view challenged almost immediately by several writers.29 
M.R. James (1925–1926) transformed Matthew into an artist with a legacy, if 
not a clearly delineated oeuvre, positing the existence of a “School of St. Albans” 
active under Matthew’s direction and after his death.30 In his groundbreaking 
publications, Richard Vaughan (1958) defined Matthew’s oeuvre and fleshed 
out his artistic personality. Marshaling codicological and paleographical evi-
dence derived from his earlier study of Matthew’s handwriting, Vaughan argued 
for Matthew’s authorship of nearly all of the drawings in the historical manu-
scripts, correlating changes in Matthew’s drawing style to parallel changes in his 
script, and demonstrating the close relationship between Matthew’s drawings 
and the text of his chronicles.31 Scholars now see Matthew’s artistic influence as 
far more limited than James and other early writers had imagined. Nonetheless, 



Figure 24-5  William de Brailes, Last Judgment, with self‐portrait of the artist saved by 
an angel and holding a scroll bearing the inscription, W DE BRAIL’ ME FECIT, part of 
a prefatory series for a psalter, Oxford, c.1230–1250 (Cambridge, Fitzwilliam Museum 
MS 230 f.iii (3). Source: © Fitzwilliam Museum, Cambridge.
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there has been no diminution in appreciation for Matthew’s ability to render his 
diverse subjects in compelling and inventive ways.32

The early twentieth century also witnessed the publication of foundational lit-
erature on the English illustrated Apocalypse (fig. 24-3). Building on the work 
of Léopold Delisle and Paul Meyer (1900–1901), who grouped the manuscripts 
into “families” based on textual and iconographical evidence, and adopting as 
a model H.O. Coxe’s facsimile (1876) of the mid‐thirteenth‐century Auct. D. 
4. 17 Apocalypse, James (1909) devised a typology of Apocalypse manuscripts 
using style and technique as his principal criteria, assigning production of the 
English examples principally to the Benedictine monastic centers of St. Albans 
(mainly manuscripts executed in tinted drawing) and St. Augustine’s, Canter-
bury (most fully painted examples).33 Although James’s groupings, chronologies, 
and localizations have been substantially revised in more recent scholarship,34 his 
and Coxe’s Apocalypse facsimiles are still useful starting‐points for study of this 
manuscript type. They are, moreover, among the many important studies of 
English Gothic manuscripts published by the Roxburghe Club, the bibliophilic 
society founded in 1812 by the clergyman Thomas Frognal Dibdin and a group 
of collectors and book‐lovers.35 Other Roxburghe Club volumes fundamental 
for the study of early Gothic manuscripts include James’s The Treatise of Walter 
de Milemete (1913), on a pair of “mirrors for princes” begun c.1326–1327 for 
presentation to the young Edward III, James’s La Estoire de Saint Ædward le 
Rei (1920), on the sole surviving copy (of c.1255–1260) of an illustrated Anglo‐
Norman French verse life of Edward the Confessor probably produced in the 
1230s by Matthew Paris, and James’s Bestiary (1928), the first effort to clas-
sify medieval Latin bestiary manuscripts into “families”; Cockerell’s The Work of 
W. de Brailes (1930); Cockerell’s and James’s Two East Anglian Psalters at the 
Bodleian Library, Oxford (1926), on the Ormesby and Bromholm Psalters; and 
Eric George Millar’s The Rutland Psalter (1937), on the earliest surviving man-
uscript (dated c.1260) with “fully elaborated” marginalia (fig. 16-2).36 Other 
platforms for scholarship on English manuscripts established during this period 
include the Henry Bradshaw Society, founded in 1890 and dedicated to publish-
ing editions of liturgical texts and manuscripts, and the Walpole Society, formed 
in 1911 with the aim of promoting “the study of the history of British art.”37 
James’s analysis of the early fourteenth‐century, trilingual Holkham Bible Pic-
ture Book (1922–1923) and Francis Wormald’s of the contemporary bilingual 
(Latin and Anglo‐Norman French) Queen Mary Mass treatise (1966–1968) are 
among the many valuable early studies published in hardbound Walpole Society 
volumes.38 Several important examinations of English Gothic illumination pro-
duced up to the present moment have appeared in The Burlington Magazine and 
The Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes, founded in respectively 
1903 and 1937.39

The earliest attempts to define some of the principal early fourteenth‐century 
schools of English illumination date to the first half of the twentieth century. In 
his monograph on the Gorleston Psalter (fig. 24-1), Cockerell first employed 



580 	 K at h ry n  A . S m it h

the term “East Anglian school” to characterize a group of late thirteenth‐ and 
early fourteenth‐century manuscripts distinguished by the “stateliness of the 
writing and the lavishness of the ornament, which is gay in colour, and vir-
ile, if somewhat irresponsible, in design,” as well as their apparent associations 
with religious centers and towns in the counties of Norfolk, Suffolk, and Cam-
bridgeshire.40 While later writers have altered the picture of the chronology, 
constituent members, patronage, and geographical contours of the East Anglian 
school, identifying subgroups of volumes linked by style, provenance, or cir-
cumstances of production, and viewing the manuscripts in the perspective of 
the broader development of art and architecture in that region (and beyond), 
Cockerell’s characterization is still a valuable point of entry into the material.41 If 
the East Anglian school was deemed the first major fourteenth‐century school of 
illumination, the Queen Mary Psalter (fig. 11-1) was considered by early writers 
to “stand in a class by itself.”42 George Warner (1912) left unaddressed the issue 
of the localization of the psalter and the few other Queen Mary group manu-
scripts known at the time; nonetheless, his partial facsimile remains invaluable 
for its identification and analyses of the psalter’s over 800 images, and for his 
transcriptions and translations of the Anglo‐Norman French picture captions 
in its remarkable Old Testament preface.43 D.D. Egbert (1940) constructed 
the third “great school” of early fourteenth‐century illumination around the 
copiously illustrated, unfinished Tickhill Psalter.44 As had Cockerell, Egbert 
devoted significant attention to the division of labor among the illuminators of 
the volumes in his Tickhill group. Like Cockerell, he imagined these artisans as 
a loosely organized, fluctuating cadre of itinerant professionals who benefited 
from the patronage of particular religious houses (in the case of the Tickhill 
group, Augustinian houses principally in Nottinghamshire) as well as important 
families linked to these institutions.

The 1908 Burlington Fine Arts Club exhibition, organized by Cockerell 
and achieved with loans from a remarkable roster of institutions and collectors, 
was a pivotal event in the study of English Gothic manuscripts. Intended, in 
part, as a rejoinder to the 1904 Paris exposition of “Primitifs Français,” which 
focused solely on later French material, the London exhibition included 269 
French, Italian, Flemish, Spanish, Dutch, German, and English works of ninth‐ 
through sixteenth‐century date, yet made “a special effort … to bring together 
the finest examples of English workmanship.”45 Nearly half of the exhibition 
cases included English Gothic books, including bestiaries, Apocalypses, psal-
ters, bibles, and books of hours as well as liturgical, literary, and didactic vol-
umes, with the objects grouped in order to highlight apparent commonalities 
of provenance, the work of noteworthy artists, regional styles and approaches 
to page design, and examples of different book types. Style was an important 
criterion, though not the sole one, for the exhibition’s organization: as Cock-
erell noted perceptively in the introduction to the catalog, “Every manuscript 
is unique, a human document which will sometimes not disclose all its meaning 
after researches that may last a lifetime.”46
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Surveys and Mapping Projects, c.1895–1980

The formative period of scholarship on English Gothic illumination witnessed 
the publication of numerous surveys and more narrowly focused studies aimed at 
creating a coherent picture of the material’s stylistic development. Of course, such 
projects assume that style actually develops in linear fashion from one artifact to 
another, a problematic assumption further complicated in regard to the English 
corpus by Reformation‐era losses and by the sheer diversity of the material with 
respect to languages and page and text formats, even in the case of genres that 
survive in large numbers, like bestiaries, Apocalypses, and psalter prefatory cycles. 
One observes in many of these studies an overreliance on style in the ostensible 
absence of other evidence concerning place of origin, an emphasis on identifying 
and touting “native” English forms and designs and in parsing the “influence” 
on English book illumination of “foreign,” especially French but also Flemish, 
Italian, and (later) German and Bohemian styles, and an interest in highlighting 
English drawing traditions and the achievements of English artists with respect 
to draftsmanship and design. No two writers brought to their subject identical 
concerns, however, and each produced a narrative characterized by distinct trajec-
tories and emphases and containing valuable insights.

Not surprisingly, many of the early surveys have a nationalistic ring. Edward 
Maunde Thompson, the first director of the British Museum, created a sweeping 
account of more than seven centuries of English manuscript art (1895) almost 
exclusively from works in that institution.47 In his survey of manuscript illumina-
tion from the Late Antique period through the Renaissance, J.A. Herbert (1911) 
devoted considerable attention to English Gothic illumination, with many of 
the manuscripts on which he focused emerging as key artifacts in subsequent 
accounts. These include the Psalter of Robert de Lindesey, abbot of Peterbor-
ough, the “ascetic, emaciated types” of which epitomized for Herbert the early 
“thirteenth century style in full maturity,” and the bible written by the scribe 
William of Devon, an exemplar of the trend toward “microscopic exactitude” 
seen in some works produced c.1250–1275.48 The English Apocalypse Herbert 
examined not through the lens of Delisle’s and Meyer’s or James’s “families” but 
rather in relation to style as evocatively conceived, with the Trinity Apocalypse 
and other examples leaning “towards the grotesque” and the Douce Apocalypse 
(fig. 24-3) and some contemporary books evincing a refined, “poetical imagina-
tion.”49

Surveys of the succeeding decades treat an expanded cohort of manuscripts. 
Eric George Millar, a friend of Cockerell and an important collector as well as a 
Keeper of Manuscripts in the British Museum, wrote what is widely considered 
the first in‐depth account of English medieval manuscript illumination, dividing 
coverage of the Gothic period between two volumes that together span the tenth 
through the fifteenth century (1926, 1928).50 Interweaving observations about 
patrons, owners, and the localization of the manuscripts, some previously un‐ or 
understudied, with anecdotes about collectors and discussions of artists, styles, 
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schools, and genres, Millar trumpeted the achievements of English Gothic art 
and artists, sometimes downplaying transregional (north French, Flemish) paral-
lels in style and decorative program for those works that he regarded as “specially 
English” (to reprise Cockerell’s formulation). Thus, over the course of the thir-
teenth century, the “vigour and forcefulness,” “fertility of invention,” and “splen-
did sense of design and colour” of English illumination “gradually overcame” 
French “influence,” with early fourteenth‐century Norwich emerging as “one of 
the greatest centres of book production that has existed in any country,” and the 
“thoroughly English” Beatus page of the Gorleston Psalter “rank[ing] as one of 
the finest surviving specimens of book decoration” (fig. 24-1).51 Frederic Har-
rison’s unabashedly triumphalist narrative (1937) is nonetheless thought‐provok-
ing for its insistence that English book arts of the period c.1250–1400 be viewed 
against the backdrop of contemporary developments in English religion and lit-
erature, especially Middle English literature, from the Lay Folks’ Primer to the 
works of William Langland and Geoffrey Chaucer and the Wycliffite Bible.52 O. 
Elfrida Saunders (1928) identified the Gothic as the first period in which English 
illumination became “more interested in the problems of the painter than in those 
of the draughtsman.”53 Unlike Thompson, Herbert, Millar, and Harrison, who 
deemed the first half of the fourteenth century the apogee of English book arts, 
Saunders considered the reign of Henry III (r. 1216–1272) the “great period” 
of English illumination. Saunders saw the manuscripts of the East Anglian school 
(e.g. fig. 24-1) as analogous to works of the “Late Renaissance in Italian art” 
for their “sophisticat[ion],” “freedom of invention and design,” and “technical 
perfection” – qualities that their makers achieved, in her view, at the expense of 
the “simplicity and breadth” and “inner spirit” of the thirteenth‐century produc-
tion associated with Peterborough, Salisbury, Canterbury, St. Albans, and the 
so‐called “Court Schools” of Henry III and Edward I (r. 1272–1307), based at 
Westminster.54

That the chronological parameters of the three Gothic volumes in The Oxford 
History of English Art were determined not by neat centuries but rather by reg-
nal dates, signals the approach of this series, which integrated English art and 
architecture into English history and culture. As T.S.R. Boase averred in the se-
ries preface, “A work of art is primarily an object that gives aesthetic satisfac-
tion: it is also a piece of historical evidence” that “can serve various purposes 
for the interpretation of the past.”55 One discovers in these volumes numerous 
trenchant observations that forecast directions taken in more recent scholarship. 
For example, Boase (1953) noted the apparent prevalence of women among the 
owners of early thirteenth‐century psalters.56 The emergence of the mendicant 
orders and the “growth of private and personal devotion amongst lay people” 
are among the religious and intellectual developments that Peter Brieger (1957) 
cited as transforming the design, style, and iconography of psalters, Apocalypses, 
and other thirteenth‐century religious and devotional manuscripts.57 Joan Ev-
ans (1949) positioned the Holkham Bible Picture Book “at the beginning of a 
long series of characteristically English” illustrated vernacular volumes that also 
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includes the earliest illuminated copies of Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales and Lon-
don, British Library, MS Cotton Nero A. X, art. 3 (the Pearl manuscript), the ear-
liest surviving Middle English manuscript containing full‐page illustrations.58 In 
her expansive, detailed Painting in Britain (1st edn. 1954), published in the Peli-
can History of Art series edited by Nikolaus Pevsner – a survey that treats wall and 
panel painting, embroidery, and stained glass as well as book illumination, and 
which, its title notwithstanding, focuses almost exclusively on medieval English 
art  – American Margaret Rickert took an approach somewhere between those 
of Millar and the authors in the Oxford History of English Art series. While she 
often “invoked English national character” in her discussions of individual works 
and stylistic schools,59 she also opened each chapter with bulleted summaries of 
historical, political, and religious developments and events in the period covered.

Other noteworthy contributions of this period include Florence McCullough’s 
(1962) study of Latin and French bestiaries, an expansion and revision of James’s 
earlier investigations of this manuscript type, so popular in twelfth‐ and thir-
teenth‐century England, and three interconnected articles by George Henderson 
(1967–1968) that lend nuance to the picture of English thirteenth‐century illu-
mination and its development.60 Pioneering studies by Lucy Freeman Sandler 
(1959) and Lilian M. C. Randall (1966) raised scholars’ awareness of the English 
contribution to the development of northern European manuscript marginalia.61 
The third volume of Otto Pächt’s and Jonathan Alexander’s illustrated catalog of 
manuscripts in the Bodleian Library (1973) made better known the rich English 
Gothic holdings of that institution.62 And, building on the work of James and 
others, Neil Ker (1941, 1964; 1961–2002) embarked on efforts to list all of the 
surviving books from medieval British libraries and to catalog previously uncata-
loged ones, “mapping” projects of enduring value for the study of the material.63

Expansion and Diversification: 1980 – Present

With the early 1980s, the study of English Gothic manuscripts entered an excep-
tionally dynamic phase, so that by the end of that decade the material had moved 
from a peripheral place to a more prominent one in medievalists’ fields of vision. 
Richard Marks’s and Nigel Morgan’s contribution (1981) to Braziller’s series 
on manuscript illumination integrated observations concerning changes in book 
patronage and production into a lively account of the principal styles and artis-
tic personalities of the period c.1200–1500.64 But the first of several intellectual 
“events” that shaped all subsequent scholarship was the publication of the Gothic 
volumes in the landmark series, A Survey of Manuscripts Illuminated in the British 
Isles, edited by Jonathan Alexander. Intended as an update of Millar’s surveys of 
five decades earlier, the volumes of the Survey, including Morgan’s covering the 
earliest Gothic material (1982, 1988), Sandler’s treating the period c.1285–1385 
(1986), and Kathleen Scott’s on the period c.1390–1490 (1996) make judicious 
use of varied evidence for patronage, ownership, localization, and provenance 
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as well as liturgical, textual, and stylistic evidence, offering detailed analyses of 
both well‐known and unfamiliar manuscripts, new, more nuanced chronologies 
and manuscript groupings, and abundant fresh insights into the English Gothic 
corpus and its relation to English and European art more broadly.65 Signal devel-
opments that Morgan and Sandler highlighted as influencing the design and 
content of illuminated books include the ecclesiastical, liturgical, and pastoral 
reforms of the thirteenth century and lay aspiration to clerical forms of spiritu-
ality and culture, changing patterns of patronage, and the shift from principally 
monastic to predominantly (though not exclusively) secular, urban book produc-
tion.66 Furthermore, on account of their generous illustration, the Survey vol-
umes vaulted scholarship forward simply by making the artifacts visible – a feature 
easy to overlook in the present age of dramatically increased accessibility of man-
uscripts through digitization.

Along with Oxford, London emerges as a significant center of book production 
in the first and especially the second of Morgan’s survey volumes. Moreover, it is to 
the latter metropolitan center that Sandler assigned production of the central man-
uscripts of the expanded Queen Mary group, including the psalter itself (fig. 11-1).67 
Early fourteenth‐century books like the Taymouth and Neville of Hornby Hours, 
which Herbert (echoing Strutt) had valued “for the wealth, vigour, and expres-
siveness of [their] illustrations of folk‐lore, popular legend (sacred and profane), 
and contemporary life,” and which Millar had pronounced “rough,” were high-
lighted by Sandler for their makers’ deft treatment of pictorial narrative.68 Morgan’s 
numerous studies or facsimiles of saints’ lives, Old Testament illustration, Marian 
themes in literature and art, and Apocalypse manuscripts, and Sandler’s of illumi-
nated psalters, breviaries, encyclopedias (fig. 3-3), and compendia, as well as her 
wide‐ranging investigations of diagrams and marginal and scribal imagery, have en-
riched immeasurably our picture of the artistic, religious, and intellectual culture of 
later and late medieval England.69

Developments from c.1970 in the study and conception of medieval oralities 
and literacies –  including recognition of the importance of vernacular literacies 
in England’s trilingual culture, and notions of “pragmatic literacy” and “devo-
tional literacy” – had a significant impact on the scholarship on English Gothic 
manuscripts, as did the critical interventions of the “new art history.”70 Language 
and images, and the ideological “language of images” were issues central to the 
work of Michael Camille. Employing approaches grounded in post‐structural-
ism, literary studies, folklore studies, and other currents of thought as they fit his 
subjects, Camille (1985, 1987, 1988, 1989, 1992) situated English and French 
manuscripts at the heart of several studies that transformed scholars’ conception 
of the term “Gothic” itself.71 The Luttrell Psalter (fig.  15-3), whose marginal 
illumination program Cockerell and others had characterized as representing 
the East Anglian school in its “decadence,” and which Millar (1932) famously 
pronounced the product of “the mind of a man who … can hardly have been 
normal,” was in turn the object of Camille’s most sustained meditations on the 
“Englishness” of English manuscript art, and on “the status of visual evidence in 
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history” (1987, 1998).72 Equally significant for the study of English Gothic illu-
mination was the multimedia Age of Chivalry exhibition, held in 1987 at London’s 
Royal Academy of Arts. The accompanying catalog edited by Jonathan Alexander 
and Paul Binski features incisive thematic and historiographical essays and nearly 
750 entries aimed at illuminating the place of English art and architecture of the 
period c.1200–1400 in their wider historical, political, religious, social, and artis-
tic contexts.73

Publications of the last three decades have built on these developments to offer 
new perspectives on the material. Peter Klein’s facsimile of the Douce Apocalypse 
(1983) (fig. 24-3), Suzanne Lewis’s erudite study of thirteenth‐century Apoca-
lypse manuscripts (1995), and Debra Hassig’s of the bestiary (1995) have eluci-
dated the visual programs and the religious, social, and ideological nexus of these 
artifacts’ production and consumption.74 Lewis’s monograph on the Chronica 
Majora (1987) (fig.  24-2) and Claire Donovan’s on the de Brailes Hours of 
c.1240 (1991), the earliest surviving English illuminated example of that genre, 
contribute much to our understanding of these manuscripts and their creators.75 
English Gothic manuscripts figure importantly in Mary Carruthers’s investiga-
tions of medieval theories of memory and mnemotechnic praxis (1990, 2008), 
studies that have enriched scholars’ understanding of the visual mechanisms and 
intellectual operations of medieval imagery generally.76 Accounts by Michael A. 
Michael (1994, 1997) and Paul Binski (1995, 2004, 2014) examine illuminated 
manuscripts through the lens of the political, spiritual, intellectual, ethical, and 
esthetic values and aims of their élite patrons and viewers, religious and lay, as well 
as the aims of their makers.77 Analysis from a variety of perspectives of English 
Gothic manuscript imagery, including monstrous imagery, underpins investiga-
tions of the roles of visual images in the expression, construction, and affirmation 
of notions of religious, cultural, and social alterity and exclusion.78 Studies by 
Adelaide Bennett (1990), Anne Rudloff Stanton (2001, 2002), and others fore-
ground the potential roles of laywomen as patrons and/or owners of intellectu-
ally challenging, complex, and sumptuous Gothic books.79 Michael Kauffmann’s 
magisterial book (2003) sets the Gothic material in the broad context of English 
traditions of biblical illustration.80 Kathryn A. Smith’s studies (1999, 2003, 2012) 
of illuminated bi‐ and trilingual books of hours suggest how these artifacts reg-
ister and shaped lay religious, literary, social, and intellectual interests or aspira-
tions, as well as the creativity of the books’ makers in realizing those interests or 
aspirations, positioning the manuscripts as platforms for a potentially transforma-
tive, image‐enriched book‐bound experience and for consideration of medieval 
notions of identity and the self.81 Nigel Morgan and Nicholas Rogers (2005) and 
others have made a case for Cambridge as an important locus of book production, 
especially from the years around 1300.82 Focusing respectively on richly illumi-
nated manuscripts of spiritual instruction and on the development and operations 
of the feminine “owner portrait” in devotional books, Aden Kumler (2011) and 
Alexa Sand (2014) consider French and English manuscripts as part of a broad, 
Francophone religious, intellectual, and visual culture.83
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The last three decades have produced numerous important “mapping” projects 
and aids to the study of the material. These include François Avril’s and Patricia 
Stirnemann’s catalog of manuscripts in the Bibliothèque nationale de France that 
were produced in the British Isles or by insular artisans working on the Continent 
(1987); studies of English illuminators and the London book trade respectively 
by Michael (1993) and C. Paul Christianson (1990); the invaluable handbook of 
Anglo‐Norman French texts and their manuscript witnesses by Ruth J. Dean with 
Maureen B.M. Boulton (1999); the authoritative essays on all aspects of English 
book production in the relevant volume of the Cambridge History of the Book 
in Britain (2008); and Richard Pfaff’s magisterial study of the liturgy in medi-
eval England (2009).84 Interdisciplinary venues for scholarship established in the 
1980s include the Harlaxton Medieval Symposium and its annual proceedings, 
the “brainchild” of art historian Pamela Tudor‐Craig, and the journal English 
Manuscript Studies 1100–1700, launched in 1988–1989 by Peter Beal and Jeremy 
Griffiths.85 The websites The Medieval Bestiary and The Aberdeen Bestiary are rich 
resources for the study of this manuscript type.86 Recent exhibitions and their 
allied catalogs have furthered the study of manuscript illumination generally and 
English Gothic manuscripts specifically.87

The last quarter century is marked by the discovery or rediscovery of notable 
English Gothic manuscripts. A leaf dating c.1250–1275 depicting apocryphal 
Infancy miracles of Jesus, last shown in the 1908 Burlington Fine Arts Club 
exhibition, an early fourteenth‐century genealogical roll, a book of hours dated 
1328, and a striking early fourteenth‐century drawing of John the Baptist enrich 
our picture of lay and monastic visual, religious, and readerly cultures.88 But 
the “most important discovery of any English illuminated manuscript in living 
memory” is the spectacular Macclesfield Psalter, probably produced in early 
fourteenth‐century Norwich and connected on stylistic, paleographical, and/
or liturgical grounds to many of the most celebrated contemporary East Anglian 
manuscripts (e.g. fig.  24-1).89 Entirely unknown until its appearance in the 
library of the Earl of Macclesfield at Shirburn Castle, Oxfordshire, the Maccles-
field Psalter was purchased by the Fitzwilliam Museum in February 2005 with 
the aid of several grant‐giving bodies and contributions from a public appeal. 
Some of these works will no doubt loom large in surveys of English Gothic illu-
mination yet to be written.

Moving Forward

With interdisciplinary, contextual study of English Gothic illumination well 
established, what productive directions might new research take? In fact, some 
promising areas for future research already have been signaled in recent schol-
arship. One fast‐developing subfield of inquiry is technical analysis of illumi-
nated manuscripts and its integration with “traditional” art history. While such 
investigations already have contributed to our understanding of the materials, 
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techniques, patterns of artisanal collaboration, and processes of facture of ear-
ly medieval and Romanesque manuscripts, there has been little research of this 
nature published on the Gothic material. The present phase of the MINIARE 
project (Manuscript Illumination: Non‐Invasive Analysis, Research and Expertise), 
spearheaded by the Fitzwilliam Museum, is analyzing English manuscripts of the 
twelfth through fifteenth century held in Cambridge collections and is starting 
collaborative research on related material preserved in other institutions.90 The 
fruits of the first phases of these investigations have been published in Colour: The 
Art and Science of Illuminated Manuscripts, the catalog and conference proceed-
ings for the exhibition of the same title held at the Fitzwilliam in 2016, as well 
as in the online research and teaching resource, ILLUMINATED: Manuscripts 
in the Making.91 Of potential to broaden our picture of the links among manu-
scripts and other classes of artifact is the research achieved in conjunction with 
exhibitions of other genres and mediums, such as Opus Anglicanum: Masterpieces 
of English Medieval Embroidery, on view at the Victoria and Albert Museum in 
2016–2017.92

Efforts to examine anew the concept of “Britishness” may offer new perspec-
tives on what is “English” about English Gothic manuscript illumination. The 
inaugural installment of a recent three‐volume survey series approaches the latter 
question by situating the English material in a larger history of British art and 
architecture of the period c.600–1600.93 Nonetheless, as Jane Geddes notes in 
the book’s opening chapter, until the 1603 unification of the Crowns of England 
and Scotland, “the concept of Britain as a whole barely existed.”94 Thus, like 
the idea of “Englishness,” the notion of “Britishness” has shifted and fluctu-
ated significantly over time. A forthcoming study by Julian Luxford of drawings 
from the Anglo‐Saxon period to the Reformation will consider works produced 
in England, Scotland, and Wales, and thus has the potential to highlight the rele-
vance or irrelevance of modern political boundaries and notions of identity to the 
medieval material.

As do modern political and geographical boundaries, so, too, chronological 
boundaries often hinder rather than aid the study of our subject. The chrono-
logical parameters of this volume necessitated terminating coverage of English 
Gothic illumination with the early fourteenth‐century material. As this chapter 
has shown, however, no two surveys of Gothic manuscripts specifically or English 
medieval art generally have the same terminus, with many ending, at the earli-
est, at a neat, round 1400 and others carrying the narrative into the sixteenth 
century  –  or, in the case of the History of British Art series, to 1600, that is, 
beyond the Dissolution of the Monasteries, traditionally considered the endpoint 
of the British Middle Ages. Similarly, but with respect to “beginnings” rather than 
“endings,” the relevant volume of the Cambridge History of the Book in Britain 
considers developments over the period c.1100–1400, taking as its starting‐point 
material produced during the period that art historians call “Romanesque.”95 
Given the centrality of the book, including the illuminated book, to the history 
of England specifically and the British Isles generally, it would be fruitful to look 
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beyond style‐generated chronological boundaries to consider continuities and 
change over the longue durée, as Kauffmann has done for biblical illustration and 
as Marks and Michelle P. Brown have advocated in respect to English art and 
book arts more broadly.96

Certainly, as scholars, we must of necessity be “grounded” in our particular “dis-
ciplinary home[s]” in respect to focus, training, and methodologies, as Richard 
K. Emmerson has aptly observed.97 Yet we would do well to keep in mind that 
our labors contribute to the production of a larger cultural history of the periods 
and  regions that we study, however we define them. Until relatively recently, 
investigations of the medieval English (or British) illuminated book too often 
were hampered by a kind of disciplinary balkanization, with literary scholars and 
art historians engaged in superficial conversation at best, and scholars of Latin, 
Old French, Anglo‐Norman French, and Middle English literature often working 
as if in linguistic vacuums. We have not yet reached the point of full engagement 
across our fields and disciplines. Yet recent multi‐author studies of some English 
Apocalypses demonstrate how rich the scholarship on illuminated manuscripts can 
be when undertaken collaboratively, and in a spirit of partnership.98 By working 
together from within our own specializations while recognizing their limits, we 
may yet come to a more nuanced understanding of what is “specially English” 
about the fascinating illuminated manuscripts that are the objects of our inquiries.
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From Institutional to Private 
and from Latin to the  
Vernacular: German  

Manuscript Illumination 
in the Thirteenth Century

Michael Curschmann

To begin with a clarification of terms, “German” refers to the German‐speaking 
regions and localities within the Holy Roman Empire which, incidentally, experi-
enced a transition among the ruling dynasties, Hohenstaufen (1254) to Hapsburg 
(1273), around the middle of the century. “Institutional” refers to the church 
and its institutions as the traditional producers and owners of books through their 
monopoly on religious theory and practice as well as learning. The Middle Ages did 
not develop a concept of privacy in the modern sense; “private” as used here means 
non‐institutional, individual ownership by religious or lay persons of books that 
they may use (and share) at their own discretion – a momentous shift in the culture 
of the book in general. Finally, this should be mentioned at the outset as broadly 
constitutive of developments in the thirteenth century: the practice of illuminating 
selected texts and manuscripts advanced along two different paths that correspond 
to the relative status of Latin and the vernacular (German) and rarely intersect. Latin 
(mostly religious) texts command higher expenditure and artistic quality, especially 
the deluxe editions that glitter with the gold that backgrounds colorful tempera 
compositions. The decoration of a comparatively small but growing number of 
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vernacular (mostly secular) works is usually much more modest, although the plan-
ners are engaged frequently in original lay‐out experiments.1

Scholarly Foundations

From Salzburg in the southeast to Cologne in the northwest and from Constance 
in the southwest to Magdeburg in the northeast, the production of illuminated 
books flourished in a large number of monastic scriptoria, cathedral workshops 
and, increasingly, secular workshops in the cities. Given the territorial plurality 
within the empire, there is no one dominant center, and that accounts for the 
variety of “schools” as well as the direction scholarship has taken over the past 
120 years. Two foundational studies serve as points of initial reference to this 
day. They were published more than one generation apart and opened up differ-
ent major sectors of this large and diverse landscape. In 1897, Arthur Haseloff 
published an expanded version of his doctoral dissertation that studied 16 deluxe 
psalters and one gradual in an exceedingly detailed comparative investigation 
of their technique, iconography, and style to map out the production of what 
he labeled the Thuringian‐Saxon school, i.e. the north and northeast (Saxony, 
Saxon‐Anhalt, and Thuringia).2 The result was a grouping in three series (still 
known as “Haseloff Reihen”), every one of which corresponds to one of the first 
three quarters of the century (pp. 43–44, pp. 213–214). Decline in quality is 
offset by freer, more animated composition. Adolph Goldschmidt was a mentor, 
but the only even remotely helpful model Haseloff could draw on was Wilhelm 
Vöge’s study of the much earlier “Reichenau School” (1891).3

Haseloff failed to associate any of his manuscripts with specific workshops, 
but the following years brought forays into the production of more clearly 
recognizable centers, e.g. Johannes Damrich on Augsburg or Albert Boeckler 
on Regensburg.4 Nevertheless, almost four decades went by before the next 
large‐scale summary appeared, Hanns Swarzenski’s landmark investigation of the 
provinces along three major rivers – Rhine, Main, and Danube – published in 
1936.5 Swarzenski’s more catalog‐like survey with copious photographic docu-
mentation described 95 complete or fragmented manuscripts and provided intro-
ductions to the activity in six different regions beginning with the lower Rhine 
area (Cologne). He left out the north, omitted all vernacular manuscripts, and 
generally restricted himself to works that had not yet adopted the French “‘dolce 
stile nuovo’” or seemed too beholden still to the twelfth century. A special case 
was the monastery of Weingarten in the southwest, to which the emigrant Swar-
zenski later devoted a major monograph.6 Swarzenski quoted as still valid Hasel-
off’s dictum that, for decades to come, the most important task of scholarship 
would remain to establish place and date of origin of the many surviving objects.7 
But Swarzenski initiated an important methodological shift with his extensive 
introductions, pinpointing centers of origin and recognizing the fundamental 
changes in the production of art and their sociological foundations.
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Swarzenski notwithstanding and while additional manuscripts were brought 
into the corpus, locating, dating, and sorting into networks with the help of ever 
more refined stylistic and iconographic analyses have remained the predominant 
tendencies among scholars in the field. In spite of new discoveries, Haseloff’s 
classification and its methodological foundations are said to have survived the test 
of time by and large,8 and set the standard and the course for the future. Although 
much has been done in the past 50 years or so to connect the dots, there is still 
no general, monographic overview.9 In fact, the occasional complaint voiced in 
the past that the forest tends to disappear behind the trees is still valid today. 
Creative energies have been invested mostly in commentary for numerous exhi-
bition catalogs,10 the various facsimile editions of major works, library catalogs, 
festschrifts and colloquia.

Following Swarzenski, the work of two scholars has further shaped our 
understanding of activity in large parts of the south: Bavaria and Austria (Gerhard 
Schmidt) and the southwest (Ellen J. Beer).11 Somewhat more parochially, 
Helmut Engelhart and others have brought Franconia, especially Würzburg, into 
view.12 The northeast, long recognized as the most productive and cohesive prov-
ince, where questions of location had been left open by Haseloff, has been revis-
ited repeatedly by Renate Kroos and more recently by Harald Wolter‐von dem 
Knesebeck and Felix Heinzer, among others.13 The broader view that transcends 
manuscripts and their origins is supported by the concept of “Kunstlandschaft” 
(the visual culture of a whole region), a term used frequently by both Schmidt 
and Beer.14 It includes all arts in a holistic view of mainly stylistic features. Inciden-
tally, although less than a handful of thirteenth‐century manuscripts conformed 
to his concept of Gothic, the first to include manuscripts in a systematic review 
of all types of painting (except glass) in all German‐speaking regions had been 
Alfred Stange, in the first volume of his monumental history of German Gothic 
painting.15

In the wake of Swarzenski’s observation of rapid changes in the conditions of 
production a general consensus has evolved: Major centers that had been active 
during the preceding period (Regensburg/Salzburg, Cologne, Helmarshausen/
Hildesheim, etc.) continued to flourish, but that no longer sufficed to meet 
the rapidly growing demand that sprang, in part, from the general need of the 
new mendicant orders and the newly arrived Cistercians for liturgical service 
books. New scriptoria established themselves, often employing lay painters, who 
gradually replaced monastic artists as chief purveyors of their craft,16 identifi-
able by the occasional “portrait,” but mostly through indirect evidence such as 
technique, style, or the inability to cope with Latin. They sometimes doubled 
as fresco painters, were hired by clerical institutions, and often traveled as well. 
Secular workshops opened in the cities. In the meantime, the laity had become 
customers as well. Rather suddenly, illuminators were in great demand as deco-
rators of psalter books, including psalter elements embedded in associated items: 
a calendar, canticles, a litany, the Office of the Dead, and individual prayers.17 
All but one of Haseloff’s and practically half of Swarzenski’s examples belong 
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to that genre. As observed already by Haseloff, this curtailed the production of 
illuminated liturgica, but the general importance of this transition to private own-
ership has only recently been acknowledged by Wolter‐von dem Knesebeck as 
an “epochal turn” and major “caesura in the culture of the book.”18 Religious 
literature in Latin takes the lead, but secular literature in the vernacular is not far 
behind.

“Zackenstil” and Byzantine and French Influence

The only topic of discussion that runs prominently through all scholarship of 
the period is a stylistic feature that came to be called “Zackenstil” (jagged style). 
It is indeed a major characteristic of German manuscript illumination from 
the beginning of the period almost to its end and was adopted concurrently in 
the monumental arts as well. Strictly speaking, it only concerns the depiction 
of garments in figural compositions or other textiles the figures may surround 
themselves with, e.g. curtains. Hence the occasional description as “vestment 
rhetoric.”19 Nevertheless, the term took hold as a catch‐all designation to iden-
tify the most prominent German contribution to stylistic developments during 
this period. Unlike the more sedate, older and more western “Muldenfalten-
stil,”20 where the folds of garments descend vertically in straight lines, forming 
shallow troughs or depressions (“Mulden”), the “Zackenstil” creates folds and 
outlines in sharp‐edged zigzag patterns and occasional spikes that defy the laws 
of gravity (fig. 25-1). The effect has also been likened to “sheet metal”21 thrown 
around the body, as if leading a life of its own. As such it may detract from the 
growing emphasis on the body’s corporality. Haseloff was the first to describe this 
phenomenon, using adjectives like “zackig” (jagged, ragged), and he attributed 
its creation to artists in Lower Saxony responding to Byzantine works of art: “an 
occidental elaboration that could almost be called a caricature.” To him, its further 
development showed “no transition to Gothic but decay or mannerism,” the 
“death throes of the Romanesque style.”22 The current view is more neutral: the 
“Zackenstil” was created by painters who worked on the earliest deluxe psalters, 
especially the so‐called Landgrafenpsalter (“Landgrave Psalters,” see below), as a 
novelty to enliven their work outside the liturgical tradition, and was continued 
as an idiom that was easy to learn and to be “vulgarized”23

In any event, the following decades saw this manner spread from the northeast 
into the other regions, arriving last in always more conservative Bavaria and 
Austria. It proved as influential as it was adaptable, and flourished in the monu-
mental arts as well: Examples abound and range from southeastern fresco painting 
to Thuringian stained glass. In that broader context, Liselotte Saurma‐Jeltsch, 
pointing out that the “Zackenstil” was reserved generally for religious subjects, 
has looked beyond the notion of some kind of automatism at work here and 
emphasized the factors of context and choice, e.g. in the west choir windows 
of Naumburg Cathedral, where that style may be used as “rhetorische Form des 



Figure 25-1  Landgrafenpsalter (Thuringia, c.1210–1213), Württembergische 
Landesbibliothek, HB II 24, fol. 109v: Christ’s Ascension, facing Psalm 101, the beginning 
of part 3. A good example of early “Zackenstil” (note that the angularity of Christ’s 
vestment extends even to the rocky pedestal below).
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Erhabenen” (rhetorical form of the sublime).24 Gerhard Schmidt and Ellen Beer as 
well as others have documented the swing of this convention through the southeast 
and southwest.25 Here as elsewhere, regional variants continued to develop until 
this style merged with, or was superseded by, the dolce stile nuovo. That style was 
imported from France, to the German southwest and west as well as, by the local 
Cistercians, to Regensburg and its artistic environs. Schmidt saw this “Gotisier-
ung” as a belated development, initiated by the “Zackenstil” itself,26 resulting in 
“a swift and unproblematic” transition to the “melodious linearism of the time 
around 1300.”27 Ellen Beer, who followed developments in the southwest, repeat-
edly noted “sweet expressions” and garments that fall in linearly tight outlines and 
close to the body they help mold.28 Further down the Rhine direct influence from 
the Meuse region helped create a new western style in Cologne.29

Haseloff saw Byzantine forms behind the early “Zackenstil,” and subsequent 
scholarship has detected (mostly stylistic) Byzantine influence in many other 
areas. The question usually arises: was there direct contact? Even in the most 
conspicuous and most controversially debated case, the so‐called Wolfenbüttler 
Musterbuch,30 the answer is ambiguous. This model book, a fascicle drawn up 
c.1230 that survives as part of another manuscript, transmits evangelist figures and 
others as pen drawings with wash that are copies of eastern monumental art, but 
rendered in “Zackenstil.” These figures appear to have exerted direct influence on 
a whole group of liturgical books like the so‐called Goslar Evangeliary,31 psalters, 
and fresco paintings in Lower Saxony, suggesting something like a second wave of 
direct Byzantine inspiration. Hugo Buchthal wanted to connect these folios with 
other model books in the south and southwest (see below), but Wolter‐von dem 
Knesebeck has opted for a solution that exemplifies the complexity of the issues 
involved: an itinerant artist who was trained in Saxony and translated what he saw 
in Venice and elsewhere into that idiom.32 For the most part though Byzantine 
forms were absorbed quickly into the general repertoire and distributed through 
new workshop connections brought about by traveling masters (or  traveling 
books). That is how one of the most original and distinguished codices of the 
period, the Berthold Sacramentary, produced at Weingarten Abbey c.1209, came 
by the non‐figural part of its decoration in “channel style,” a manner that had 
already absorbed Byzantine inspirations.33

German manuscript painting was slow to absorb the western style, while the 
monumental arts, notably architecture and sculpture, but also glass and panel 
painting, opened themselves readily, if sporadically to new French forms and sen-
sibilities. Albert Boeckler, whose work helped define “Gothic” in the German 
popular imagination, articulated in his own way what Haseloff before and Schmidt 
after him had concluded: “adoption of Gothic forms and types” came late and 
tentatively, because it seemed difficult to “shed the edgy […] styling of folds that 
had dominated Late Romanesque art in Germany.”34 The terminology speaks 
for itself. In 1979, Hans Belting published an influential article with a nuanced 
analysis of the situation around 1200 and beyond.35 Among others, it yielded the 
term “alternative Gotik.” “Sächsische Alternativgotik” is what Daniel Hess has 
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called it more recently in a brief survey of both the debate and the facts.36 There 
clearly is a case for acknowledging a “German way” that varied somewhat from 
region to region and was subject to “outside” influences (direct or indirect), i.e. 
from France in the west and southwest or Italy in Bavaria. Perhaps the neutral 
term “modern” might also be useful.37 This form of medieval modernism even 
includes sophisticated ways of recreating features of the past (see below), and 
there is of course continuity in mundane matters: for instance, the scribes of the 
Golden Hildesheim Calendarium38 copied some of the calendar data from the 
twelfth‐century Stammheim Missal.

Elites and Their Books: Psalter and Evangeliary

Special scholarly attention has been devoted to two psalters that stand near the 
beginning of the century with copious pictorial and decorative illuminations meant 
to serve both private and representative purposes in a courtly setting. Scholarship 
since Joan A. Holladay’s examination of this court’s political and cultural out-
reach39 has added considerable breadth and depth. Both codices are associated 
with the reign of the landgrave Hermann I of Thuringia (1190–1217), but target-
ed attention to signs of female ownership by Renate Kroos and others has shown 
that the older of the two was commissioned by Hermann’s second wife, Sophia 
of Wittelsbach (1170–1238) for her own use.40 It is usually referred to as Elisa-
bethpsalter, after her (future) daughter‐in‐law, Elisabeth of Hungary, and Sophia 
may actually have passed it on to Elisabeth when she herself entered a nunnery, 
in 1221. According to Harald Wolter‐von dem Knesebeck, this codex was com-
posed between 1201 and 1208, and the second, the landgrave psalters, followed a 
few years later, the work of lay painters, but in the same monastic environment.41

Such books now follow the precept of deluxe liturgical service books, with full‐
page miniatures on parchment, often divided into two registers, and smaller ones 
for the calendar or the litany, executed in tempera on a background of burnished 
gold in evocation of the divine, and application of gold and silver elsewhere. In 
singular richness, the Elisabethpsalter displays such decoration in all of its parts, 
and it is the first German psalter to include a pictorial preamble or prooemium 
between the calendar and the psalter proper: a cycle of 10 full‐page miniatures 
recounting the life of Christ from birth to Pentecost. The Landgrafenpsalter, 
commissioned perhaps by Hermann himself, is somewhat truncated at the 
beginning but very likely to have contained a picture preamble as well. In other 
respects it is more modest than its predecessor, but with the ruler “portraits” 
at the end of the Litany it stresses the aspect of privacy while indicating just 
how status conscious and representative such a “private” book was meant to 
be: on the pages following the “portraits” of the owners, the landgrave and his 
wife, appear the king and queen of Hungary, their prospective in‐laws, and the 
king and queen of Bohemia (fol. 174v/175r–175v/176r). The three ladies hold 
open psalters from which they pray!
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Hermann’s court was by far the most active culturally among German 
courts of the time. The count’s sponsorship of vernacular literature has always 
been known, and, following Renate Kroos’s demand for more historical 
context,42 extensive commentary for the subsequent facsimile edition of the 
Landgrafenpsalter by Kroos, Felix Heinzer, and others has done a great deal 
in that regard. More recently, the unique confluence of art, literature, and 
social attitudes has come into sharper focus: courtly motifs (hunt, combat, 
etc.) appear in decorated initials,43 the pictorial ensemble of high‐ranking 
nobility surmounting the litany and eschatological motifs elsewhere in the 
Landgrafenpsalter may be seen as direct precursors of the famous sculpture 
program in the west choir of Naumburg Cathedral.44 Correcting Goldschmidt 
and Haseloff, Alfred Büchler had demonstrated programmatic intent in the 
placement of individual pictures in both psalters, although his interpretation 
has not gone unchallenged.45 Further investigation of the iconography, espe-
cially in the more complex Elisabethpsalter, by Katharina Mertens Fleury has 
revealed an indirect but strong connection with the major romance composed, 
at least in part, at this court, Wolfram von Eschenbach’s Parzival. A pervasive 
common denominator is the concept of compassio, ethical and affective com-
passion, developed in the calendar and psalter portions and, as participatory 
piety, addressing concerns of the court (economic, political, spiritual).46 In that 
context it seems worth mentioning that the introduction of the “Zackenstil” 
by secular artists parallels the tendency of courtly romance to favor the out-
ward appearance, splendid attire, over the human body itself as fashioning 
beauty and worth in society.

While secular elites, in addition to personal satisfaction and indemnification, 
sought regional visibility through such projects, the clerical elite would aim 
naturally for self‐referential gratification through liturgical codices. The most 
prominent example is the Mainz Evangeliary, designed in the west (central Rhine 
region) around 1250.47 While the one generation older (and northern) Goslar 
Evangeliary mentioned above or the splendid graduals designed elsewhere for 
(and by?) cloistered women at the end of the century48 followed trends in their 
immediate environment, the planners of the Mainz Evangeliary looked deliber-
ately in the other direction. Scores of miniatures in tempera on gold present close 
to 50 scenes in various formats: on eight full pages, some halved or quartered; on 
14 half pages and 18 smaller ones fit into the colum of text, grouped occasionally 
so as to form a whole framed column alongside the text. But the most distinctive 
feature of the codex is that the writing is in gold throughout, evoking Otton-
ian prototypes. In the words of Carl Nordenfalk in his review of Swarzenski, the 
Mainz Evangeliary is “the last Codex aureus of German manuscript painting.”49 
Here as elsewhere, the issue of a facsimile edition has recently reinvigorated 
scholarship, based in this instance on archival research by Sigrid von der Gönna 
who established the cathedral of Mainz as the original home of the codex.50 It 
was meant for its treasury and exclusive use on the altar in the west choir of the 
cathedral, and the clerics wanted a book that celebrated them as the guardians 
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of a long and authoritative tradition. Hence, for instance, the frequent appear-
ance of the apostles and their relationship to Christ as prototypes of the clergy.51 
Hence a picture program (the century’s “most complete New Testament cycle on 
German soil”), “conceived as a sum of all traditions of gospel illustration.”52 The 
example reproduced here (fig. 25-2) is in turn a summary celebration of the over-
all Christological program. The painter, in all probability a traveling layman, was 
an innovative master who had absorbed the “Zackenstil” into a style of his own 
whose influence is felt widely.53 His work for the clerical elite at Mainz embraces 
an elitism that seeks self‐affirmation of a small, closed group, almost a rearguard 
action, historically speaking.

Following on the work done on the landgrave psalters, Wolter‐von dem 
Knesebeck’s analysis of the picture program of the Mainz Evangeliary stands 
almost alone, along with Adam Stead’s recent, similarly circumspect elucidation 
of “monastic image‐making” in the earlier Cologne evangelistary,54 as an example 
of where scholarship needs to go in future.

The church and monastic institutions continued to adhere to their near monopoly 
in the illumination of Latin library books in theology, hagiography, historiography, 
etc. The extensive decoration accorded the secular Chronica regia coloniensis 
in  a manuscript from Aachen produced around 1240 is almost unique for the 
thirteenth century (Renate Kroos).55

Devotion and Privacy

It was in the devotional genres and secular narrative in the vernacular that private 
interest asserted itself. The language of the psalter, illuminated or not, remained 
Latin, and yet, we know from the Law of the Saxons (Sachsenspiegel), compiled by 
Eike von Repgow around 1230, that women habitually “read” the psalter, as the 
first among other books.56 Pictures would have provided aid as “Andachtsbilder,” 
and in general, lesen here no doubt reflects, as it often does, a holistic notion of 
reading that encompasses all available tools. Still, what most clearly indicates the 
path to the future were directives and additional prayers in German. For instance, 
the sumptuous Arenberg Psalter, from the same Lower Saxony manuscript “fam-
ily,” as the landgrave psalters, shows short directions in German before almost 
every psalm, e.g. to pray this one, so din vrunt ouer mer veret (“when your beloved 
leaves for the crusade.”).57 It is surely no coincidence that those kinds of inser-
tions, covering the psalter proper as well as the canticles, are found predominantly 
in illuminated copies.58 Pictures and the vernacular work hand in hand to “privat-
ize” this kind of book. A Rhenish Psalter from the middle of the century includes 
German prayers as well as catechetical material and tituli for its nine full‐page 
miniatures.59 As Felix Heinzer has said, the vernacular compensates for the loss of 
personal intimacy through the advent of Christological picture programs.60

Parallel to the ascent of the psalter with pictures, private prayer books con-
tinue a tradition begun in the preceding century. The earliest, the Lilienfelder 



Figure 25-2  Mainzer Evangeliar (Mainz? c.1260), Aschaffenburg, Hofbibliothek 
MS 13, fol. 40v: at the conclusion of the gospel of Matthew: Christ’s Crucifixion, 
descent from the cross, entombment, and resurrection. The pseudokufic ornament on 
the frame is in gold, as are the four cornerstones. Note that Joseph of Arimathea and 
Nicodemus on the right in the entombment follow a different model from the one used 
in the descent.
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Andachtsbuch (devotional book) was made in lower Austria, perhaps for a female 
member of the reigning Babenberg family.61 It aims at optimal coordination of 
pictures and language(s) in prayer: After a few introductory picture pages, dozens 
of relatively simple full‐page, framed pen drawings, sometimes with color wash on 
colored background, still in the manner of the twelfth century, are arranged so that 
every opening has on the left (verso) a scene from the life of Christ identified by 
a Latin titulus and explained below in fairly extensive German verse, faced on the 
right (recto) by a Latin prayer in prose that uses the picture as its starting point.62 
The dynamics of this relationship have been surveyed most recently by Norbert 
Ott.63 100 years later (c.1310), a small, almost entirely German prayerbook for 
a Dominican nun was accorded the privilege of 18 full‐page tempera paintings 
on gold (fig. 25-3).64 Just past the threshold of the next century, they dem-
onstrate how far the vernacular has advanced in this genre. The Bavaro‐Austrian 
workshop context in which the book was produced indicates the same degree of 
acceptance: as reconstructed by Gerhard Schmidt, while it gradually absorbed 
the new western style, this network illuminated, in addition, such diverse man-
uscripts as a missal, a Bible, two psalters, a copy of Peter Comestor’s Historia 
scholastica  –  and the new vernacular World Chronicle by Rudolf von Ems (see 
below) as well as a collection of lyric poetry.65

An early attempt at modifying the format of the psalter for more specific devo-
tional purposes, including the vernacular, is the so‐called Cursus Sanctae Mariae 
(after its main text) of c.1215. Its unusually extensive pictorial preamble of 32 full‐
page and, with one exception, three‐tiered illuminations records biblical history 
from Lucifer’s fall to the Majestas Domini, accompanied by numerous German 
inscriptions. These pictures were meant to generate a vernacular narrative that 
would link them with the subsequent liturgical and paraliturgical texts.66 As for the 
pictures themselves, according to Michael Stolz, who has recently contested Meta 
Harrsen’s earlier assignment of the manuscript to a Bohemian scriptorium, numer-
ous entries in calendar and litany as well as stylistic affinities of the pictures suggest 
Franconia, most likely Bamberg.67 The female recipient may have belonged to 
the Andechs‐Meranien family to whom, it could be added, Elisabeth of Thuringia 
belonged as well. Arrangement and stylistic features of what Stolz has dubbed “the 
experiment of a vernacular picture bible” point in two directions: backwards to a 
twelfth‐century Bamberg workshop and forward to the contemporary illumination 
of vernacular literature.

Illuminating the Vernacular

In the twelfth century, the sporadic illumination of German‐language texts had 
taken the form of simple, unframed pen drawings set down, along with the text, 
directly on the parchment. After 1200, variations of this comparatively cheap way of 
providing visual clarification or contrast were used mainly for didactic purposes, 
not unlike the procedure followed in scientific compilations, model books or, later, 
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the new genre of the Biblia pauperum in places in the south, where twelfth‐century 
techniques survived well into the thirteenth.68 Courtly narrative, on the other hand, 
was accorded more expensive treatment, although, at least until end of the period, 
all of the few surviving examples are experiments in one way or another,69 even 

Figure 25-3  German prayer book for a Dominican nun (Salzburg? c.1310), Munich, 
Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, Cgm. 101, fol. 14v: Last Supper. The small full‐page picture 
(10.7 × 8.5) faces the beginning (15r) of a group of texts for the Mass on Corpus Christi.
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the deluxe edition of Heinrich von Veldeke’s German version of the French Eneid 
(pen drawings on tempera executed in Regensburg or environs, 1220/1230).70 
It is the first surviving German book to employ the layout known from liturgical 
and psalter manuscripts, i.e. full‐page miniatures, divided in this case, into two 
registers. On one page at least, specific iconographic borrowing from a liturgi-
cal source is evident as well;71 the workshop must have had dual responsibilities. 
That included developing a new iconography or adapting established formulas for 
such new texts and their new audience. The evolving text–picture relationship is 
fundamentally different from that in most liturgical or devotional manuscripts: it 
requires ad hoc artistic responses instead of the secondary pairing of canonical texts 
with representations of the contents of the faith from an existing repertoire.

Whereas the study of splendid liturgica and high‐end books of devotion 
has been the domain of (almost exclusively German‐speaking) art historians, 
these vernacular manuscripts and their decor attracted diverse groups from the 
beginning. Initially they were librarians and literary scholars like the brothers 
Wilhelm and Jacob Grimm,72 and nineteenth‐century interest in the pictures 
tended to be antiquarian. The first art historian to take notice was Franz Kugler 
in the 1830s.73 Before the turn of the century, the art historian Adolf von 
Oechelhäuser had thoroughly studied the manuscript filiation of the large pic-
ture cycle that accompanies the Welsche Gast (see below). For quite some time 
afterwards, the central figure in studies and publications of such cycles was a 
legal historian, Karl von Amira, whose interest in the iconography and layout 
created for the illustrated manuscripts of Eike’s Sachsenspiegel lead to first fac-
simile editions accompanied by influential commentary.74 While Swarzenski had 
declined to treat vernacular manuscripts, and Albert Boeckler did publish and 
discuss the picture pages of the Eneid manuscript,75 a growing succession of 
literary scholars recognized the importance of those “illustrations” for their own 
subject. This preoccupation culminated in Wolfgang Stammler’s surveys of the 
whole medieval period and all media, and special summaries for art historians.76 
Hella Frühmorgen‐Voss followed with incisive analyses of the transmission of 
individual works and the interplay of text and picture.77 She also turned to the 
relationship between literary traditions (the matter of Tristan, in this case) and 
their representations in other media, signaling a shift that was both method-
ological and substantive. In the following decades, examinations of individual 
manuscripts have been conducted in the larger context of the other media and 
word–image relationships in general78 or in exploration of the post‐1300 tra-
dition and reworkings of those early cycles.79 At the same time, the interaction 
between text and picture in their immediate manuscript proximity has come into 
sharper focus,80 as have context, performance, and the relative independence of 
the artists. They bring their own “language” and possibly prior knowledge of the 
subject to bear on the text; they tend to isolate or emphasize what is of general 
value to the viewers as affirmation of the standards of their social environment 
and obligation, and what will generate discussion among them, following the 
audio‐visual performance of the whole.
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The latter is particularly true of the most original experiment with the 
illumination of a major vernacular poem, and the first in this century: Thomasin 
von Zerclaere’s didactic verse tract Der welsche Gast (“The Stranger from Italy”). 
Split pages – text on one side and pictures on the other – are one of the hall-
marks of early and typically German layout experimentation. One such center 
was located in the north and seems to have worked with Latin texts as well.81 
Another must have been active somewhere in the southeast, illustrating Thoma-
sin’s work, composed in 1215/1216 as an address to the German nobility with 
moral exhortations and catalogs of do’s and don’ts. To get his points across 
Thomasin himself or a contemporary designer divided every page of the original 
manuscript in half to accompany the text with simple but expressive colored pen 
sketches.82 They are indeed “illustrations,” designed to amplify points in the 
adjacent text with (incomplete) diagrammatic explications to stimulate memory83 
or human characters (real or allegorical) who stage them in scenes that person-
alize the diagrammatic approach.84 On fol. 68r (fig. 25-4), Thomasin’s words 
deplore the compromised status of a man who allows a woman to dominate 
him, while the four figures on the right, using body language and speech scrolls, 
act out an example. The viewer can take it from there: Conversation should 
follow. Until recently, the contribution of those sketches has usually been as-
sessed on the basis of such isolated examples or sections.85 Vera Jerjen, using the 
multivalent notion of diagrammatic representation in literature and the arts, has 
demonstrated for the whole length of the poem (c.14 800 lines) just how the 
text and the picture program are intertwined in a dynamic relationship of oral 
presentation and visualization.86

Historiography is the subject whose decor finally meets the standard of the 
most expensive Latin codices, the end‐point of a process of gradual approxima-
tion that Norbert Ott diagnosed some time ago.87 The St. Gallen manuscript 
combines the relatively new (c.1250) World Chronicle (Weltchronik) in verse by 
Rudolf von Ems with Karl (Charlemagne), an epic reworking in verse of the 
Roland/Charlemagne legend (c.1230) by the poet known only as “Stricker,” 
in a large‐format deluxe manuscript that has been dated to 1300 or a little later 
(fig. 25-5). With its 58 miniatures it stands at the threshold of the new, “Gothic” 
century as a product of the “Kunstlandschaft” in the southwest: Strassbourg, 
Freiburg, Constance, and Zurich.88 A connection with the workshop that pro-
duced beautiful liturgical books like the Katharinenthal gradual of 1312 is likely. 
Here “all fundamentals for the flowering of the ‘sweet new style’ in the Lake 
Constance region are present,” as Ellen Beer has put it.89 Another way, equally 
important for this genre, in which the makers of this book look toward France 
is the layout: no more separate picture pages as they grace the aforementioned 
Eneid and a number of German romance manuscripts. Rather, pictures inserted 
into the text, even if they are quite large (the dominant form in this case is the ¾ 
page in two registers). Rudolf von Ems had been connected to the court of his 
namesake, the Emperor Rudolf IV (d. 1254), and this is an appropriately repre-
sentative copy, designed for persons of high rank.



Figure 25-4  Thomasin von Zerclaere, Der welsche Gast (The Stranger from Italy) 
(Austria, shortly after 1250), Heidelberg, Universitätsbibliothek, Cpg 389, fol. 68r: the 
lady at the top points her bare foot at the kneeling gentleman and commands: “scratch 
there, quickly,” and he responds: “with pleasure, my lady.” The first of the two voyeurs 
below asks: “should he be my companion?” “God forbid” replies his companion.



Figure 25-5  The Stricker, Karl (Charlemagne) (Zürich?, c.1300), St. Gallen, 
Kantonsbibliothek, MS Vad. 302, fol. 50v: (upper register) Roland (face in anguish 
and under attack from both sides) blows his horn Olifant for the third time to summon 
Charlemagne’s army. Next to him Bishop Turpin; (lower register) left: Roland helps 
Turpin shed his armor, right: A Saracen tries to rob the seated Roland who slays him 
with Olifant, which breaks.
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72	 See the accounts by Henkel, in Heinrich von Veldeke, II, pp. 8–34, and Montag, 

Wolfram von Eschenbach, pp. 15–19. A page from that extraordinary, fragmented 
manuscript is reproduced in Herbert Kessler’s chapter this volume, Figure 9-5.

73	 Kugler, Kleine Schriften, Vol. II, pp. 38–52 (Eneid).
74	 Die Dresdener Bilderhandschrift des Sachsenspiegels, edited by Karl von Amira, 2 vols. 

Bruchstücke der Großen Bilderhandschrift von Wolframs Willehalm, edited by Karl von 
Amira.

75	 Boeckler, Heinrich von Veldeke.
76	 Stammler, “Schrifttum und Bildkunst.” Stammler, “Epenillustration.” Repeated in 
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Glazing Medieval Buildings
Elizabeth Carson Pastan

Any window can serve the practical end of keeping birds and the elements out of 
a building, while allowing light to enter. But when filled with different‐colored 
panes of glass, the hues coming through the windows soften and unify the ambi-
ence within, an effect described by Abbot Suger of Saint‐Denis (1122–1151) as 
“transfusing the interior with wonderful and uninterrupted light.”1 As medieval 
exegetes also recognized, the eastern apertures in the oriented buildings favored 
in medieval Christian architecture consistently transmit the brightest light, un-
derscoring the devotional importance of the choir, while those in the west are 
more muted; and the correspondingly darker northern windows offer contrast to 
the lustrous southern ones.2 This luminous scaffolding was in turn used expres-
sively in determining the choice of window subjects, not only to take advantage 
of the natural juxtapositions offered by the incoming light, but also to identify 
the unique characteristics of the setting, since themes in the glazing often align 
closely with the traditions, relics, and liturgy of their particular site.

The study of medieval stained glass includes both the intricately crafted vitreous 
composition of the window and the window’s performative role in its setting. 
Addressing the latter, Wolfgang Kemp adapted the call of the preacher Etienne 
de Bourbon (1180–1261) for the clergy to find new ways to appeal to the laity 
by entitling his study of medieval stained glass Sermo Corporeus, in support of his 
argument that stained glass windows, like contemporaneous sermons, were one 
of the means by which the church communicated to the faithful.3 Nevertheless 
Kemp, mindful of the window composition itself, began his study with an analysis 
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of the armature, the iron grid that fixes the glass into the aperture of a building. 
As Kemp explains, the armature’s compartments both discipline the individual 
scenes and also create patterns that encourage new readings of their narratives.4 
In similar fashion, the subdivisions of this chapter are intended to organize the 
extensive literature, while permitting some of the character of the scholarship to 
shine through.5

History

Studies focused on materiality have drawn attention to the fact that the histori-
ated window is but one application in the long history of the versatile medium 
of glass. Over time, appreciative observers have compared glass to liquid, gold, 
gemstones, crystal, the materialization of divine light, and to vision itself.6 The 
technology of melting sand into a shimmering and glassy substance that hardens 
into multiple shapes and desirable glazes was certainly known by the late Bronze 
Age (c.2500 bce).7 While glass in the ancient world took the form of small cast 
vessels and jewelry arts, by the first century bce at the latest, the invention of 
inhalation, or blowing air through the molten silicate mixture to make it thinner 
and more translucent, vastly enlarged the potential uses of the medium.8 Vessels 
using this technique attained astonishing complexity, and glass that was both cast 
and blown was also employed in window coverings.9 These “window screens,” 
or claustra, were made of stone, stucco, or wood, and filled with small inset 
elements of translucent materials, including both manufactured glass as well as 
semi‐precious adornments.10 By the later Roman era, the interiors of baths, mau-
soleums, and basilicas were illuminated by large apertures glazed with sheets of 
thinly sliced stone such as mica and alabaster. The clerestory windows at the Con-
stantinian basilica at Trier, for example, measure 7.59 by 3.51 meters (roughly 25 
by 11½ feet), a scale that approaches the size of medieval narrative windows.11

A medieval stained glass window is a translucent composition made of differ-
ent colored panes of glass, which are cut, painted, and then joined together by 
means of grooved leads to portray an image or scene.12 Francesca Dell’Acqua 
has reopened the investigation of the early evidence by examining archeological 
discoveries, fragmentary remains, and texts that make explicit reference to figural 
images in windows, concluding that pictorial stained glass windows had emerged 
by the Carolingian era.13 Unfortunately, no stained glass windows that pre‐date 
the twelfth century survive in situ, within the apertures that were designed 
to hold them.14 Despite many important early examples, stained glass is thus gen-
erally associated with Gothic architecture from the mid‐twelfth century and later, 
its skeletal walls and tall proportions offering an optimal framework for exten-
sive glazing ensembles. Chartres Cathedral is a good example of a well‐preserved 
monument of this period, which astonishingly retains medieval glass in more 
than 90% of its apertures.15 Chartres also embodies the scale of a Gothic glazing 
program, with its vaults that rise nearly 37 meters (121 feet) from the ground. Its 
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rose windows alone, which are the large circular traceried openings in the window‐
wall compositions on the terminal arms of the building, have diameters ranging 
from 10.15 to 12 meters (approximately 33–39 feet).16

Material Form

Stained glass scholarship begins with the window itself. Central to this scholarship 
are the distinctive properties of medieval glass, including related issues of nomen-
clature and technique, its integration into an architectural setting, and its inherent 
fragility. Whereas the raw ingredients for making glass – sand and the beechwood 
that served as a flux to cause the sand to melt at a lower temperature – were inex-
pensive and readily available, the procedures for making a window were labor 
intensive, which is why medieval stained glass windows were notoriously costly.

The designation “stained glass” remains in widespread use and will therefore 
be used throughout this chapter, but it is an inaccurate term, since color was not 
added to glass by means of an external application, or stain, until the early four-
teenth century.17 Up through c.1300 glass was colored “in the mass,” meaning that 
the metallic oxides that served as the colorants were added to different batches of 
the molten silicate mixture while they were still in cooking pots. For this reason, use 
of the term “pot‐metal glass” to refer to colored medieval glass is more precise.18 
Nonetheless, some scholars insist that “painted glass” is the best description,19 since 
it is the vitreous pigment applied to the surface of the various colored panes of 
glass that provides the expressive detail in a glass composition (figs. 26-1, 26-2, 
26-5).20 Neither of these terms used to refer to stained glass, however, conveys the 
fact that window glass is fundamentally an architectural art (fig. 26-3).21 A glass 
composition is complete only after being set upright into an aperture within a 
building and suffused with light.22

The transformative properties of light on glass have given rise to myriad symbolic 
interpretations, including the metaphor, most famously attributed to Bernard of 
Clairvaux (c.1090–1153), which compares light passing through glass without 
breaking it to the miracle of Virgin birth, whereby Mary was penetrated by the 
Word of God and yet remained a virgin.23 But it is noteworthy how often studies 
of medieval architecture, while noting that light held important symbolic and 
metaphysical associations, stop short of discussing the actual medieval windows 
through which the light passes.24

Correspondences between glass and architecture originate in the fact that 
glaziers and masons routinely worked hand‐in‐hand, often making use of 
the same scaffolding.25 This means that dating a building can help establish 
the glass chronology, and vice versa.26 Scholars have also noted more specific 
reciprocal influences. Madeline Caviness observed compositional changes within 
the choir clerestory figures from Saint‐Remi of Reims (c.1175–1181) that are 
most logically explained as the progressive modification of the window designs 
to enhance their legibility within the large interior space in which they would 
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be viewed.27 In addition, the fashion in later glazing programs for framing 
figures with architectural canopies, spectacularly exemplified by the Great East 
Window of York Minster (c.1405–1407),28 had the effect of visually connecting 
window compositions to other elements in the interior such as choir screens, 
altarpieces, and reliquaries.29

Also related to the coordination of glass and its architectural environment is the 
issue of interior illumination.30 In a pioneering article of 1949, Louis Grodecki 
argued that so readily do we equate stained glass with Gothic translucency that we 
have failed to notice that the light levels in Romanesque buildings are much the 
same as in early Gothic buildings, despite the fact that Romanesque apertures are 

Figure 26-1  Moses and the Burning Bush with image of Gerlachus, stained glass, 
c.1150–1160. Attributed to the abbey church of Arnstein an der Lahn. Source: Münster, 
Westfälisches Landesmuseum für Kunst und Kulturgeschichte, loan from a private owner.
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significantly fewer and smaller. Noting 
the change in palette from earlier win-
dows with their paler hues and signif-
icantly greater use of uncolored glass 
to the use of more deeply saturated 
color in Gothic monuments, Grodecki 
stated, “the darkening of the color 
palette … virtually compensated for 
the enlargement of the Gothic win-
dow between 1140 and 1220.”31 This 
suggests that major developments in 
the medium do not align well with the 
broad style categories “Romanesque” 
and “Gothic.”32

The use of grisailles, uncolored 
ornamental windows, also has impli-
cations for the luminosity of a given 
monument.33 Although grisailles 
are  associated with the Cistercian 
order, which eschewed the expense 
of colored glass, they were also used 
in many different kinds of stained 
glass ensembles.34 At Troyes Cathe-
dral (fig.  26-3), the colored histo-
riated windows in the ambulatory 
chapels are flanked by grisailles in the 
narrower apertures at the opening to 
each chapel, providing both visual 
continuity across glazing campaigns 
that spanned half a century (c.1200–
1245) and a practical means of allow-
ing in more light.35 A major trans-
formation in medieval architecture 
took place around the mid‐thirteenth 
century, with the appearance of the 

band window, which considerably lightened the overall palette.36 In these win-
dows, grisailles provide the main glazing of the aperture and colored figural 
panels are set into them. When viewed in a group of windows, the inset row of 
colored panels stretching across the ensemble read as a horizontal row or band. 
Another significant change had occurred by the early fourteenth century with the 
invention of silver stain, the painted application of a silver‐sulfide compound that 
turns yellow when fired onto the glass.37 This technique also favored the use of 
uncolored glass (which reads as white), which optimally offsets the golden hues 
of the stain. In the silver stained composition from Chartres Cathedral of 1328 

Figure 26-2  Adam Laboring, stained glass, 
originally in the northwest choir clerestory 
of Canterbury Cathedral, c.1178–1180. 
Source: reproduced courtesy of The Dean 
and Chapter, Canterbury.



Figure 26-3  View of windows from the northern choir ambulatory of Troyes 
Cathedral, including medieval grisaille second from left, first quarter of the thirteenth 
century. Source: reproduced courtesy of C. Lemzaouda, CNRS‐Centre André Chastel.
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(fig. 26-5), the effects of the application are particularly noticeable in the crown 
of the Virgin and the delicate borders of her mantle.

The fragility of stained glass, perhaps its most self‐evident characteristic, has 
far‐reaching consequences, not the least of which is the arbitrary nature of its 
preservation. Anticipating more recent scholarship on the subject, Jean Lafond 
pointed out that although Chartres Cathedral may be noteworthy now, there were 
once many other important glazing programs.38 This characteristic fragility also 
translates into the fact that many glazing programs include stained glass from sev-
eral different eras, necessitating the discipline’s methodology of first determining 
the authentic components and restorations within any glass composition before 
proceeding into further investigation.39 Some of these successive additions are 
restorations that endeavor to harmonize with the earlier glass,40 while others are 
“corrections” to a prior program. In an important study of the latter, Meredith 
Lillich drew attention to the grisailles that were added in subsequent decades to 
the choir glazing of Chartres Cathedral, undoubtedly to bring in more light.41

Sometimes, older glass was deliberately reused in new architectural settings. 
At Regensburg Cathedral, older scenes of the Genealogy of Christ (c.1230s) 
were recombined in the south transept façade (1330s) given by the Auer family 
in a new composition with bishops and saints whose theme reflects the family’s 
strong ties to the cathedral chapter.42 Other examples of such “recycled” glass, 
sometimes referred to as spolia or “belles verrières,” have been found in Chartres, 
Châlons‐sur‐Marne, Erfurt, Easby, Exeter, Moulins, Munich, Rouen, Strasbourg, 
Vendôme, York, and elsewhere.43 It is highly unlikely that the incorporation of 
older glass was simply a cost‐saving measure; indeed, these venerable older images 
are “objects of working memory,” and their survival must have been regarded as 
nothing short of miraculous, given the odds.44

Medieval References

The most important work in the historiography of medieval glass is the first original 
medieval text on the subject, part of the treatise De Diversis Artibus, written by the 
monk known as Theophilus Presbyter in c.1110.45 The treatise consists of three 
extant chapters on artistic techniques noteworthy for their preciosity of effect: 
stained glass, manuscript illumination, and metalwork.46 While Theophilus’s text 
has been characterized as a recipe book, his accompanying prologues, like the 
scholarly treatises of his Benedictine contemporaries, justify the importance of art 
in arguing for the necessity of cultivating the craftsman’s God‐given artistic talent 
and in emphasizing the role of art in devotion.47

Despite its historical importance in signaling the arrival of stained glass as a 
recognized form of artistic embellishment, Theophilus’s chapter on glass lacks 
detail about workshop production.48 Apart from one reference to a boy who assists 
in the workshop, Theophilus implies that a single craftsman created all aspects of 
the window on site.49 However, just decades later, Abbot Suger established the 
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position of a glazier to ensure the upkeep and repair of the windows of the Royal 
Abbey of Saint‐Denis, an indication that the necessary skills were not readily avail-
able.50 Studies based on mid‐twelfth‐ and early thirteenth‐century windows at 
Saint‐Denis and Chartres, respectively, have uncovered evidence that multiple 
artists collaborated closely on the windows’ execution.51 Indeed discussions in 
which Theophilus’s work is used as evidence of how the craft was practiced in 
subsequent decades can be highly misleading.52

Inscriptions are another source of knowledge about windows. These include the 
names of personages depicted in the windows, such as Adam Laboring (c.1178–
1180) from the genealogical windows once in the choir clerestory of Canter-
bury Cathedral (fig. 26-2)53; dedications from donors54; artists’ signatures55; and 
biblical commentary.56 An early stained glass panel from the abbey of Arnstein 
an der Lahn (c.1150–1160) offers an example of the interpretive potential of 
inscriptions.57 In one of the panels (fig. 26-1), the named artist‐donor Gerlachus, 
identified as a monk of the Premonstratensian order by his blue mantle and white 
tunic, is depicted, paint pot in hand, in the act of inscribing a rhyming dedication: 
“REX REG[UM] CLARE GERLACHO PROP[I]CIARE” (“Brilliant King of 
Kings, be thou propitiated by Gerlachus”).58 In the center of the biblical scene 
of Moses and the Burning Bush above, Moses’s staff is turned into a serpent as 
a sign from the Lord. The paintbrush held by Gerlachus echoes this staff and 
appears as an equally potent instrument. Lech Kalinowski’s interpretation of the 
partial inscription in this panel, “VIR…ATUR,” as “Virga Versatur” (“The rod is 
transformed”), suggests a learned and artistically self‐conscious commentary on 
the revelatory potential of the glass painter’s brush.59

Later inscriptions make explicit connections to the liturgy,60 as may be 
demonstrated by the theme of Saint Anne teaching the Virgin to read that 
appears prominently in English medieval glazing programs.61 In an example from 
Stanford‐on‐Avon of c.1325–1340 (fig. 26-4), here illustrated by the meticulous 
drawing after it by Charles Winston, the book Anne holds out to her daugh-
ter is inscribed with the opening words of the Hours of the Virgin for Matins, 
“DOMINE LABIA MEA APERIES” (“Thou, Lord, wilt open my lips”).62 Such 
images must have also shaped expectations about literacy, offering compelling 
visual models for a mother’s role as her child’s first teacher.63

Medieval literature makes occasional references to stained glass, and these hint 
at some of the ways that windows were regarded.64 The metaphor comparing 
the way light penetrates glass without breaking it to the Virgin birth of Christ 
also enjoyed literary popularity. Among other applications, it was invoked to por-
tray how the hero Alexander in Chrétien de Troyes’s twelfth‐century Old French 
romance Cligès was overcome by love without actually being wounded.65 The early 
thirteenth‐century verses from the Metrical Life of St. Hugh compare the rose win-
dows of Lincoln Cathedral to the eyes of the church, with that in the north facing 
off against the devil, while the south looks to the Holy Spirit.66 A passage in the 
Tale of Beryn, the anonymous fourteenth‐century continuation of the Canterbury 
Tales, satirizes the pilgrims’ ability to comprehend the twelfth‐century images now 
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“spatially and cognitively” far above them in the clerestory windows of Canterbury 
Cathedral (fig. 26-2).67 William Langland’s 1362 poem Piers Plowman ridicules the 
expensive practice of donating a window in order to proclaim one’s good works.68 
The seventeenth‐century poem “On  Fayreford Windowes” by the  preacher 
William Strode includes an amusing reference to the parish clerk’s practice of using 
a fishing rod to point out scenes in an early sixteenth‐century window of Saint 
Mary in Fairford.69

Figure 26-4  Charles Winston, watercolor after St. Anne Teaching the Virgin with 
inscribed book, from Stanford‐on‐Avon, c.1325–1340. Source: reproduced from Charles 
Winston, Memoirs Illustrative of the Art of Glass‐Painting (London, 1865), pl. 12b.
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Despite the skeptical view evident in some of these allusions, stained glass 
continued to be a vital aspect of later medieval visual culture. Its continuing use 
in Italian Renaissance buildings,70 the ubiquity of stained glass roundels in later 
medieval households and civic buildings,71 and the widespread diffusion of motifs 
in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries,72 demonstrate its ongoing importance.

Modern Revivals

The declining fortunes of stained glass in the modern era are plainly described 
in the chapter title of Pierre Le Vieil’s 1774 treatise on glass painting, “Reasons 
for the Decadence of Glass & Responses to the Difficulties Cited in Order to 
Excuse or Bring About its Abandonment.” Le Vieil concedes that dissatisfac-
tion with glass was understandable since his generation, better educated than 
its predecessors, had difficulty reading their prayer books in darkened church 
interiors.73 He recommends allowing the crepuscular light of the windows to 
inspire a “religieuse horreur,” or failing that, placing the principal scene of a 
window onto a clear new ground, an operation that he himself was hired to 
perform on the windows at the cathedral of Notre‐Dame in Paris, which had 
become darkened after centuries of neglect.74

In the modern revivals of the medium in the nineteenth century, each country re-
sponded differently, according to its own legacy and vision of the past.75 In England, 
the dissolution of the monasteries under Henry VIII (1536–1541) mobilized anti-
quarians early.76 Richard Marks pointed to “an almost unbroken series of detailed 
church notes made by scholars of national status, as well as local worthies”77 for 
the glazing of Northamptonshire’s 100 or so churches executed prior to 1559, 
and this is by no means exceptional among English parishes. By the nineteenth 
century, brisk sales of medieval glass, largely imported from Germany and the 
Low Countries, created a favorable climate for appreciation of the medium.78 As 
Lafond observed, only in England could one study the entire history of stained 
glass through first‐rate examples, many of them imported.79

French restorers, facing the daunting task of restoring glazing programs 
devastated during the French Revolution, discovered that they no longer knew 
how to make medieval glass.80 They turned to the medieval text of Theophi-
lus Presbyter, which was translated into French for the first time.81 In German‐
speaking countries, the Romantic movement cultivated the medieval past as a 
high point of culture, a positive climate further enhanced by the linkage of the 
liturgical revival with governmental commissions.82 Given this history, it is not 
surprising that the first dedicated exhibition of medieval stained glass was held in 
Cologne by the collector‐cum‐dealer Christian Geerling, although Geerling was 
criticized for plundering the art of secularized churches.83

Alexandre Lenoir’s Musée des Monuments Français in Paris, which opened 
to the public in 1795, likewise gathered the remains of secularized medieval 
churches. Although Lenoir stimulated interest in the art of the medieval past and 
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was motivated to reclaim it from the vandalism that occurred during the French 
Revolution, his museum arguably accomplished as much harm as good. At Saint‐
Denis, for example, he extracted numerous stained glass panels from the abbey 
church, had them carried by oxcart to Paris, and rearranged those that survived 
the journey for exhibit.84 When Lenoir’s museum was dissolved in 1816, as much 
as three‐quarters of the glass he took from Saint‐Denis was irreparably shattered, 
or sold off to dealers.85

Many nineteenth‐century scholars were able to draw on their firsthand knowledge 
of the medium. English scholarship may be epitomized by the work of Charles 
Winston (1814–1864), who combined technical understanding of the medium 
with diversity of taste. While he praises German and Flemish sixteenth‐century 
glass,86 his fine drawings are primarily taken from English examples (fig. 26-4).87 
Winston, a lawyer by training, managed to concoct superior colored glass, although 
the harsh tonalities of the new glass creations he supervised for Glasgow Cathedral 
were much criticized.88 Eugène‐Emmanuel Viollet‐le‐Duc (1814–1879) oversaw 
major campaigns of architectural restoration throughout France and wrote one 
of the most influential scholarly articles on stained glass, replete with astute prac-
tical suggestions, such as how colors could be effectively combined,89 and how 
glass would “read” across distances in an architectural setting.90 Yet his notion that 
a restoration should reestablish a monument in its complete state, even if such a 
state never existed at any given moment,91 and his championing of twelfth‐century 
glazing techniques over what he saw as the decadent techniques of later centuries, 
indicate the complexity of his outlook.92 German scholar‐practitioners, such as 
Heinrich Oidtmann (1861–1912), were particularly adept technically. A practicing 
physician, Oidtmann oversaw the glass studio in Linnich established by his father 
and wrote numerous scientific papers about the medium.93 He also built a working 
glass‐firing oven after Theophilus’s account,94 and both discovered and restored 
the glass from Arnstein an der Lahn (fig. 26-1).95

The individual contributions of Winston, Viollet‐le‐Duc, and Oidtmann may 
stand for their generation of gifted nineteenth‐century scholar‐practitioners. 
Their appreciation of medieval glass fostered documentary images and technical 
knowledge, and contributed to its preservation. Yet while their insights gleaned 
from the close study of older glass were marshaled into practical applications, 
their actual restorations often left something to be desired.

Twentieth‐Century Scholarship

In his landmark 1906 chapter dedicated to medieval stained glass, Emile Mâle 
decried the lack of sufficient photographs.96 His call for a “corpus” of reproduc-
tions of medieval glass was all the more credible because of his method of regu-
larly finding examples of the iconographic themes he analyzed in stained glass.97 
Mâle’s quest for the systematization of resources was paralleled in Germany by 
the establishment of the Deutsche Vereins für Kunstwissenschaft in 1908. By the 
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1930s, a group within the Vereins under the direction of Paul Frankl had begun to 
oversee the systematic photographic documentation of German window cycles.98

However, the study of stained glass was not truly established as an art‐historical 
discipline until after the Second World War. The glass that had been demounted 
for safety offered an unprecedented opportunity for close analysis. At the same 
time, the devastating wartime losses suffered by glazing programs throughout 
northwestern Europe again drew attention to the need for photographic doc-
umentation and for standardized records and methods of analysis.99 One of the 
guiding lights behind this ambitious international effort, Hans Hahnloser, referred 
to the tremendous sense of obligation that the community of scholars felt over the 
losses of the war.100 Initiatives begun in 1947 led to the founding in 1952 of the 
Corpus Vitrearum Medii Aevi (subsequently shortened to Corpus Vitrearum), an 
international body devoted to studying the medium, with the stated goal of pub-
lishing all western medieval stained glass according to clearly prescribed standards. 
Further contributing to this effort was the collegial international participation in 
the exhibition of medieval stained glass in France (1953), which in turn helped to 
shape the guidelines for subsequent Corpus Vitrearum publications.101

While a number of Corpus Vitrearum publications are monographs, the regional 
surveys are a particularly useful means of covering areas whose extant medieval 
glass is widely dispersed.102 These surveys do not seek to promote the notion of 
regional schools of glass painting, although this remains a useful approach for 
some areas.103 In a recent publication on glass in Normandy, for example, the 
authors highlighted the striking diversity of glass‐painting styles in the region, 
drawing on evidence offered by civic statutes and the relatively late establishment 
of confraternities of glass painters to make the point that, in contrast to other 
more closed artistic environments, in Normandy there were no rules banning 
craftsmen from outside the area.104 Another important accomplishment of these 
Corpus volumes has been to document glass that no longer survives. As Jean 
Lafond noted, only one parish in Denmark has a window that remains in place, 
despite evidence that all of its churches would once have possessed at least one 
stained glass window.105 Still another goal of the Corpus Vitrearum is to identify 
the provenance of dispersed panels of glass. This is especially critical in cities such 
as Stockholm, Brussels, and New York, which have large collections of stained 
glass that originated elsewhere.106 One consequence of this is that the volumes of 
the American Corpus Vitrearum also focus on collectors such as William Randolf 
Hearst and Raymond Pitcairn,107 an approach that was recently the subject of an 
international Corpus Vitrearum colloquium.108

Current Trends

Because of its late establishment as a discipline, the study of medieval stained glass 
is sometimes accused of being preoccupied with archeological issues at the expense 
of newer methodologies, even by scholars who focus on it. Yet as a monumental and 
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public art form, stained glass holds an innate attraction for scholars from multiple 
disciplines interested in issues of reception, who are drawn to its many diverse 
subjects. In addition to devotional themes, medieval stained glass windows some-
times include seemingly peripheral subjects – such as the “Monkey’s Funeral” in 
the border of a window at York Minster – which at first glance appear to be whim-
sical but which can also be read as commentaries on the central image.109 There are 
depictions of Death himself, claiming his victim with bow and arrow,110 of medieval 
craftsmen and laborers,111 of Jews and heretics,112 and of the sado‐erotic display of 
female martyrs and virtues.113 One need not go so far as Kemp, who concluded 
that within “the general distribution of thematic material in cathedrals,” as much 
as “80–90 percent of the windows are composed as detailed narrative that does not 
contain dogmatic or biblical themes.”114 Nonetheless, Kemp’s larger point about 
the communicative potential of window narratives is undoubtedly what has regu-
larly drawn scholars from other disciplines to stained glass. Ultimately, however, a 
window cannot be assimilated to a discrete painted canvas or considered separately 
from its devotional environment, let alone detached from the restoration history of 
its site. As Peter Kurmann and Brigitte Kurmann‐Schwarz note, interdisciplinary 
approaches must respect the physical evidence of the building.115

Some of these interdisciplinary approaches are addressed in Michael Cothren’s 
provocative reappraisal of the discipline. Taking a broad view, Cothren sets 
aside “Modernist” perspectives on stained glass that pursue narrowly couched 
theological investigations or view it merely as a reflection of abstract Christian 
light symbolism or as a decorative complement to Gothic architectural design. 
Instead he envisions a human‐centered and “nourishing” context for medieval 
windows, involving themes that were deeply meaningful to their makers and 
viewers. He also views the contents of glazing ensembles as flexibly conceived for 
their particular settings, whether moralizing in intent, ideologically motivated, or 
enhancing the performance of the Eucharist.

Cothren’s assessment is complemented by recent studies that are increasingly 
specific about the ways in which different glazing programs operated.116 Among 
these is Madeline Caviness’s investigation of the stale old chestnut that biblical 
scenes in the windows served as texts for the illiterate.117 Any scene in a window 
may serve as the basis for instruction when pastoral guidance, a sermon, or a 
celebration brings it into focus, but that does not mean that passively reiterat-
ing scripture was the windows’ raison d’être. As Caviness points out, the choice 
and arrangement of window narratives belie such a role. On the other end of the 
realm of possibilities, Conrad Rudolph’s study of the choir windows in the abbey 
of Saint‐Denis (dedicated on 14 June 1144) takes as its starting point Abbot 
Suger’s remark that certain window subjects in the choir were “accessible only to 
the litterati.”118 Rudolph argues that Suger was able to justify the expense of his 
windows through exegetical subjects that required a level of engagement akin to 
monastic spiritual study.119

The very tall, 15.24 meters high (50 feet) window‐walls of the palace chapel 
of the Capetian kings of France, the Sainte‐Chapelle in Paris (consecrated on 
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26 April 1248), which are filled with dense narratives primarily featuring Old 
Testament subjects, have always presented a different kind of puzzle: how were 
these windows to be read, literally?120 While conceding their general compo-
sitional similarities to the vast decorative programs of illuminated manuscripts 
known as Bibles moralisées, which were also made for the king, John Lowden 
has emphasized the fundamentally different role of windows, which were not 
simply Bible moralisées writ large.121 His work complements that of Alyce Jordan, 
who has suggested that the very prolixity and repetitious nature of the windows’ 
subjects find counterparts instead in the prose cycles of their day, whose literary 
stratagems were outlined in the contemporaneous ars poetriae.122 A strategy 
involving multiple examples in service of the overarching ideal of sacred king-
ship was ideally suited to the glazing of the palace chapel, both ideologically and 
as a response to the design challenge that the chapel presented. An important 
conclusion to emerge from these studies is the degree to which glass narratives 
operate independently of any single textual source or programmatic ideal and 
draw from contemporary practices to articulate concepts of importance at their 
particular site.123

Scholarship on the stained glass of Chartres Cathedral serves as a useful 
benchmark for discussing current trends in the literature, not only because of 
the quantity of medieval glass that has survived there,124 but also because of the 
stimulus provided by its ongoing conservation.125 Indeed, the coordination of the 
windows with the themes and emphases of the larger built environment is a nota-
ble aspect of many newer contributions.126 Studies anchored in a close analysis of 
the stained glass continue,127 but they take their place alongside of investigations 
where the medium of glass is no longer the sole focus.128 For example, while her-
aldry is among the traditional means for dating and determining the patronage of 
a window,129 newer studies also draw on heraldry to consider notions of corporate 
identity and social ideology.130 Chartrain windows offer substantial material for 
the study of medieval hagiography,131 yet their saintly narratives are now revealed 
in an active role, as addressing contemporary concerns,132 offering a monumental 
evocation of the relics possessed by the treasury,133 and in giving new impetus to 
the liturgy.134

Recently, Claudine Lautier has drawn attention to the 16 images of canons 
in prayer in the stained glass windows of the choir of Chartres Cathedral, 
which are newly visible since their conservation.135 These images of devout 
worshippers serve as affective proxies for their beholders, who could see the 
bodily activity of devotion in the images before them and imagine them-
selves experiencing prayer in the manner depicted.136 The phenomenon is 
wonderfully illustrated by the silver‐stained panel inserted at the bottom 
of an early thirteenth‐century window in the southern transept of Chartres 
(fig. 26-5), which is accompanied by a large inscription, also in silver stain, 
naming Canon Guillaume Thierry as the donor and dating the composition to 
1328.137 Canon Thierry, who is the same size as the Virgin to whom he prays, 
acquires added valence not only through the technique of silver stain, which 
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causes the canon’s donation to stand out  from the color‐saturated window 
to which it was added, but also through the 16 images of figures praying in 
the choir windows. These Chartrain canons join other self‐reflexive imag-
ery, more commonly associated with manuscript illumination, that considers 
“[the devotee’s] act of prayer itself worthy of a level of pictorial attention 
equal to that given elsewhere … only to sacred subjects.”138 In the windows 
of a church, moreover, the performance of devotion models the activities that 
take place there and serves to further distinguish the choir within the sacred 
topography of the cathedral.

Figure 26-5  Canon Guillaume Thierry praying in front of the Virgin and Child, 
detail of the silver‐stained composition from the south transept of Chartres Cathedral, 
window 26, dated by inscription to 1328. Source: photo courtesy of C. Lemzaouda, 
CNRS – Centre André Chastel, Paris.
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In the nearly four millennia since the discovery of glass and the nine centuries 
since Theophilus wrote about how to fashion a pictorial window, the medium of 
glass – fragile though it is – has withstood all kinds of natural disasters, iconoclas-
tic outbreaks, wars, restorations, and scholarly agendas. This brief survey, while it 
can scarcely do justice to the rich literature on medieval stained glass, is intended 
to draw attention to complexities inherent in the nature of the medium, to iden-
tify broad historiographic trends, and to suggest some of the current issues in the 
study of this most dazzling monumental art.
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Toward a Historiography 
of the Sumptuous Arts

Brigitte Buettner

When Giorgio Vasari published the second edition of the Lives of the most eminent 
painters, sculptors and architects in 1568, he brought together architecture, 
painting, and sculpture as sister arts. And hailed their common father disegno as 
equivalent to the intellect, the most God‐like principle, and least matter‐bound 
element in a human being.1 Although he allowed other media to make anecdotal 
showings on the primeval scene of art, his theoretical priorities leave no doubt: 
the lesser siblings were best tossed into the unenviable bag of the mechanical 
arts. Thus expelled, the products of goldsmiths, metalworkers, ivory carvers, and 
enamellers found no place in the discipline’s founding narrative. It was to be a 
tenacious prejudice. Perceived to be ensnared by the bonds of physicality, devoid 
of stories to tell, lacking the freedom of the painter’s brush or the virile imprint 
of the architect’s conceit, the so‐called minor arts were pushed to the discursive 
margins, quite literally confined to a decorative role. That explains why we still lack 
an adequate terminology with which to designate them as a class of objects; and 
why the substitution of the charged labels of “minor,” “industrial,” “applied,” or 
“decorative” art with more neutral designations has done little to lift the stigma 
of a devaluation in aesthetic worth, seemingly bound up with the shift to both 
smaller sizes and costly materials.2

The precarious status of what here will be called the sumptuous arts is in fact 
so deeply etched into the historiography of medieval art that academic medie-
valists have tended to concentrate on the major arts (book illumination being 
assimilated to that group as a medieval variant of painting) while most scholars 
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evoked in this chapter belonged to the world of museums, a division of labor that 
persists to this day.

The Medieval Ornatus

There is much evidence, both written and visual, that the relationship between 
different forms of artistic expression was very much the reverse during the Middle 
Ages. Sumptuous objects were the locus of intensive investments  –  aesthetic, 
financial, functional, and symbolic  –  and their sheer quantity must have been 
positively staggering. For the most part, we have to rely on written evidence to 
reconstitute that original splendor in our mind’s eyes, since only a fraction of 
these works of art, religious and secular, has withstood the vagaries of time, if 
often in painfully fragmentary or substantially altered conditions.

Because medieval society was to a large extent oral, rituals were of paramount 
importance in the ordering of its practices and beliefs. Ceremonial actions, how-
ever, require objects for their performance, and with no church vessels to receive 
the precious body and blood of Christ, there could have been no liturgy, no way 
to commemorate the Passion of Christ that re‐enacted the regenerative commu-
nion between the divine and the human on a daily basis. Along with Romanesque 
ciboria and Gothic monstrances exquisitely wrought into miniature buildings, 
patens and chalices beamed their lustrous surfaces onto the altar, marking it as 
the focal point of attention. Joining other gem‐encrusted containers and splendid 
altar crosses, the signs that made Christ present were collectively known as the 
ornatus (or ornamenta) of a church.3

Without brilliantly adorned reliquaries to protect the remains of the most exem-
plary champions of the Christian faith, there likewise would have been no cult 
of saints, no pilgrims, no donations, sometimes no elaborate church buildings 
at all.4 Earthly rulers needed dazzling external trappings – a political ornatus of 
sorts – just as much to make their exalted status manifest. But while regalia, that is, 
crowns, orbs, scepters, and the feudal swords and spurs, ranked as a major group 
of medieval sumptuous art, scarcely any has come down to us. One of the few 
survivals is the majestic crown of the Holy Roman Empire (fig. 27-1), an intricate 
cluster of gold, enamels, gems, and pearls. Now housed in the Schatzkammer in 
Vienna, it is one of the few secular objects to have received intense scrutiny, albeit 
mainly in German‐language scholarship.

That the only artist ever to attain sainthood was the goldsmith Eligius (Eloy) 
(d. 660), court artist to two Merovingian kings, later bishop of Noyon and still 
the patron saint of his profession, is further proof of the high status that his craft 
enjoyed throughout the Middle Ages. In Romanesque and Gothic times, many 
well‐regarded churchmen are reported to have excelled in this medium (whether 
myth or fact is irrelevant here). Best known is Bernward (d. 1022), the canonized 
abbot of the powerful Benedictine abbey of St. Michael at Hildesheim. Sources 
present him as a practicing artisan, and we know him as an energetic patron 
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who commissioned, among other things, stately bronze doors and a monumen-
tal column in the same material to serve as a base for a now lost Crucifix, both 
notable for their technical mastery and skilled storytelling.5 The prestige of met-
alworkers, who handled rare, resplendent, and therefore auratic substances is also 
demonstrated by the fact that the first documented case of an ennobled artist is 
that of Raoul, goldsmith to the French king Philip the Fair. Other artisans are 
known by name, either because they proudly signed the things they manufac-
tured or because they are mentioned in written documents. Besides well‐known 
names, such as Nicholas of Verdun (d. 1205) and Hugo d’Oignies (d. c. 1240), 
one can think of the early thirteenth‐century Guillaume Boucher who, having 

Figure 27-1  Crown of the Holy Roman Empire, late tenth/eleventh century, 
gold, enamels, precious stones. Vienna: Kunsthistorisches Museum, Schatzkammer. 
Source: photo courtesy of Bildarchiv Foto Marburg/Art Resource, NY.



660 	 B r i g it t e  Bu e t t n e r

moved from Paris to the kingdom of Hungary, was taken captive and found him-
self in the distant Mongol capital of Karakorum. There he fashioned for Möngke 
Khan a much admired silver fountain, shaped like a tree whose branches dispensed 
wine and other intoxicating beverages.6 And though it has not been conclusively 
proven, some scholars like to identify Roger of Helmarshausen (a Mosan artist to 
whom several accomplished works from the first quarter of the twelfth century 
can be ascribed) with the author of the De diversis artibus, arguably the most 
important medieval treatise on the arts. Signed with the fancy‐sounding Greek 
pseudonym Theophilus Presbyter, this elegantly written technical tract, prefaced 
by considerations about the theological import of artistic endeavors, provides 
invaluable insights into the working methods of painting (book 1), stained glass 
(book 2), and, in the most extensive part, metalworking (book 3).7

The role played by the sumptuous arts in the most pointed artistic controversies 
of the day confirms their pivotal cultural relevance. During the first millennium, 
disagreements over what constituted legitimate and illegitimate visual practices had 
rumbled around representational images, carved and painted. After the year 1000, 
the crux of disputes shifted to objects and their social, cognitive, and affective values. 
In the most famous of these debates, the eloquent Suger (d. 1151), abbot of the 
French royal abbey of Saint‐Denis, sparred with the equally charismatic Bernard of 
Clairvaux (d. 1153). The Cistercian notoriously championed an attitude of minimalist 
restraint in matters seductive to fleshly eyes. In an incisive tract on monastic customs 
sent as a letter in 1125 to a fellow monk, and now known as the Apologia, he aired 
his objections to mainstream Benedictine monasticism, including his fundamental 
opposition to what he considered superfluous and, therefore, morally corrupting 
embellishments. And while his views on the “deformed beauty and yet beautiful 
deformity” of cloister capitals easily count as the most frequently cited excerpts of 
medieval art criticism, it needs to be stressed that it is the “things shining in beauty,” 
those that should be mere “dung” to monks, which made him quiver more than 
anything else with disparagement. Bernard concedes that a priest’s mission differs 
from a monk’s, and that pastoral care can excuse the need to “stimulate the devotion 
of carnal people with material ornaments.”8 Nonetheless, in an argument that would 
ring with renewed urgency in the ears of Protestant reformers and other revolution-
ary “idol”‐smashers, he stigmatized the use of reliquaries because in his eyes their 
main purpose was to wrest donations from impressionable devotees.

In essence, Bernard rejected the traditional justification for the commission of 
ornate works of art as a proper means to honor God (ad honorem Dei), a position 
many of his contemporaries supported practically and defended philosophically. 
Some of them also subscribed to an idea tempered by the heady vapors of neo‐
Platonic mysticism: that material beauty could be a quasi‐sacred manifestation 
of divine glory. Suger proved to be the most vigorous partisan of this line of 
argument. As an untiring impresario of his own achievements, he made sure that 
his opinions would be disseminated, and remembered, by writing them down. His 
autobiographical accounts devote relatively little attention to Saint‐Denis’ decisive 
contribution to the shaping of Gothic architecture and sculpture. Stained glass 
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engages him more, in part for its jewel‐like radiance (he paraphrases blue windows 
as materia saphirorum), and in part for its receptiveness to complex iconographic 
programs. Yet he goes to great lengths to justify spending vast amounts of energy 
and a great deal of money on artful vasa sacra adorned with  the rarest gem-
stones that he could secure. And it is during moments of rapt contemplation of 
objects – like the miraculously surviving chalice crafted of a delicately variegated 
fluted agate bowl of antique provenance (fig. 27-2) – that the abbot experiences 
something like a stony ecstasy:

Figure 27-2  Chalice of Abbot Suger, second/first century bce sardonyx cup; mounting 
in silver gilt with filigree, precious stones and glass insets, c.1140. Washington: National 
Gallery of Art, Widener Collection 1942.9.277. Source: photo courtesy of National 
Gallery of Art.
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Thus, when – out of my delight in the beauty of the house of God – the loveliness 
of the many‐colored gems has called me away from external cares, and worthy 
meditation has induced me to reflect, transferring that which is material to that 
which is immaterial, on the diversity of the sacred virtues: 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 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.9

Suger was a trailblazer in assigning anagogic powers to luminous matter, in 
effect recognizing its redemptive ability to lift us up from the “slime of the 
earth” toward spiritual rewards.10 In a more traditional and less lyrically inclined 
reasoning, William Durandus, bishop of Mende (d. 1296), justified the eccle-
siastic sponsoring of costly implements as an oblation that was sure to please 
God; and added, again contra Bernard, that the faithful precisely need to divest 
themselves of what they covet most because that is an effective way to combat 
innate human avarice. The first of the three books of his Rationale Divinorum 
Officiorum offers an extensive symbolic interpretation of all the constituent parts 
of a church – its architectural elements, painted and sculptural décor as well as 
of the “ornament of the altar,” meaning the containers to house the host, altar 
cloths, phylacteries (or reliquaries), candlesticks, crosses, banners, and liturgical 
books (I, 3). The fact that he understands, for example, an altar cross placed bet-
ween two candlesticks to represent Christ straddling the Jews and Gentiles makes 
his an accessible albeit quite rigidly programmatic manual. That did not hamper 
its success. Not only does the Rationale survive in many manuscript copies, but 
it also was one of the first books to leave the printing press. Furthermore, it can 
boast of an early English translation published in 1843 by John Mason Neale 
and Benjamin Webb, founders of the undergraduate club dubbed the Cambridge 
Camden Society, primarily remembered for its crusade in the name of a High 
Church revival in Anglican England and its parallel embrace of a hard‐edged nos-
talgia for the medieval past.

The Age of Rediscovery

Burdened with a double handicap – medieval and mechanical –, the sumptuous 
arts were to be a latecomer, and often a timid one, in the great movement initiated 
by pioneer antiquarians and amateurs that led to the rediscovery of the Middle 
Ages in the course of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. A decisive early 
spark fomenting the interest in “national antiquities” came quite fortuitously with 
the much‐publicized excavation of the tomb, complete with beautifully wrought 
insignia and items of personal adornment, of the Merovingian king Childeric 
in Tournai (Belgium) in 1653. These objects, somewhat incongruously mixed 
with Egyptian beetle ornaments, were to figure prominently in the capacious 
five‐volume Les monumens de la monarchie françoise published between 1729 
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and 1735 by Bernard de Montfaucon (1655–1741), the first pictorial atlas to 
chronicle the succession of French reigns. Montfaucon had been trained by 
the eminent medieval paleographer and church historian Jean Mabillon in the 
learned world of the Benedictine congregation of Saint‐Maur; and had edited 
and translated Origen, St. John Chrysostom, and Athanasius before moving into 
the uncharted waters of visual documentation. He methodically collected prints 
and drawings that recorded often long‐gone Egyptian, Greek, Roman, and Gallic 
artifacts, although for this publication he also recycled the graceful watercolors 
made by Roger de Gaignières (1642–1715), an earlier student of medieval art 
who by the end of his life had assembled a collection numbering several thousands 
of drawings and casts documenting medieval and Renaissance castles, tombs, 
inscriptions, portraits, costumes, and more.11 Compared to the immense success 
of the earlier L’Antiquité expliquée et représentée en figures, Montfaucon’s sur-
vey of the “barbarian” centuries, recovered from oblivion, as he himself asserts, 
not because of any intrinsic artistic value, inspired so little interest that he was 
never able to bring it to completion. However, the parts that saw publication 
turned out to be path‐breaking, and were subsequently used by anyone wanting 
to envision the formative stages of French (royal) history, brought to life in fine 
reproductions of funerary monuments, seals, coins, miniatures, tapestries, and 
regalia. Even more interesting is the fact that, regardless of numerous historical 
inaccuracies, Montfaucon’s method of embedding, indeed of dissolving artistic 
objects into a more general historical context can be seen as prescient of modern 
interdisciplinary modes of inquiry.

More squarely rooted in the nascent discipline of art history, the lavishly 
illustrated Histoire de l’art par les monumens, depuis sa décadence au IVe siècle jusqu’à 
son renouvellement au XVIe siècle was written by the French savant, collector, and 
Roman expatriate Séroux d’Agincourt (1730–1814), and published posthumously 
once the upheavals of the Revolution had settled. Unlike Montfaucon’s contex-
tual framework, this author arranged works of art according to independent series, 
wedded together by an internal logic: the succession of styles. As is typical for an 
Enlightenment intellectual, much of his assessment of the cultural accomplish-
ments of the period he covers is negative. Yet the hundreds of attractive plates 
containing several thousands of elegant if overtly classizicing line engravings did 
much to introduce an art that would inspire later generations of amateurs and 
artists alike.12 The “major” arts, mostly of Italian origins, tower above the handful 
of specimens in other media, such as the superb Carolingian altar frontal executed 
by Master Voulvinus, rendered from different points of view across a number of 
plates; some coins and small‐scale ivories here and there; and the forlorn Roman-
esque chalice from the abbey of Weingarten signed by Magister Conradus, placed 
at the center of the single plate that illustrates “Works executed out of Italy from 
the commencement of the decline to the 14th century.”

Reviled as the epitome of the unsavory alliance between church and aristoc-
racy, the wholesale destruction of medieval art during the French Revolution 
did not fail to produce its opposite: the desire to preserve, and therefore the 
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need to understand, even to appreciate. Formed in the iconoclastic crucible, 
but acting against its lethal consequences for works created during the Ancien 
Régime, an early collector and student of medieval objects was the Lyonnais 
painter Pierre‐Henri Révoil (1776–1842). A pupil of Jacques‐Louis David, he 
modified his teacher’s neo‐Classicism to initiate the first truly neo‐medieval 
movement; and propped the credibility of the so‐named Troubadour Style by 
filling his canvases with colorful imitations of the objects he avidly collected 
(what he nicely called his “cabinet de gothicités,” and which the Louvre bought 
in 1828). More decisively, the Revolution spawned the first public museum of 
medieval art. Created by Alexandre Lenoir (1794–1816) as the Musée des Mon-
uments Français (1794–1816), its period‐rooms brimmed with medieval sculp-
tural ensembles saved from the Jacobin hammer; now displayed as works of art, 
they were stripped, as much as possible, of liturgical and monarchic associations. 
It inspired Alexandre du Sommerard (1779–1842) to found the first permanent 
museum of medieval and Renaissance decorative arts. In 1832 he opened his 
growing collection to the public, suggestively displayed in the rooms he rented 
in the Hôtel de Cluny in Paris, the present‐day site of the Musée National du 
Moyen Âge.13 Here the tone was more sentimental. Viewers were coaxed into 
discovering broad facets of medieval life as objects illustrating devotional life 
or the art of warfare alternated with romantic domestic interiors arranged into 
collage‐like installations. The strength of the collection resided in works from 
the later Middle Ages, yet Sommerard also had been able to secure such unique 
earlier pieces as a suite of three Visigothic votive crowns, then recently excavated 
at Guarrazar in Spain, or the golden altar frontal from the cathedral of Basel 
commissioned in the early eleventh century by Emperor Henry II. The French 
state bought the collection upon Sommerard’s death – these were conservative 
times ushered in by the Orléans‐Bourbon Restoration under which the vogue for 
the “age of saint Louis” reached a passionate climax.

By then, the fashion for the “Gothik” age ran high throughout Europe, often 
fueled by reactionary, nationalistic, and sectarian religious agendas. Architectural 
follies with turrets, crockets, and ogives had of course been imparting an exotic 
frisson to English parks since the late eighteenth century, but now churches and 
secular buildings steeped in the same resurrected idiom sprang up everywhere, 
like so many pinnacled mushrooms.14 Somewhat paradoxically, the most decisive 
opportunity for a wider public to become acquainted with more rarefied medieval 
relics than cathedrals arose when the “Great Exhibition of the Works of Industry 
of all Nations” opened its doors in 1851 outside London. The magnificent glass 
and iron “cathedral” erected by William Paxton (and quickly given the mineral 
nickname of Crystal Palace) sheltered more than 100,000 industrial and natural 
products as well as handicrafts sent – often by way of coercion –  from all over 
the world. Amid this extravagant and so utterly physical celebration of British 
colonial might, only one specific time period had the (now suspect) honor of being 
singled out: the centrally located Medieval Court designed by Augustus Welby 
Northmore Pugin (1812–1852). By that time, the trend‐setting Gothic revivalist 
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had completed not only the neo‐Tudor Windsor castle but also many other places 
of leisure and worship inclusive of their furnishings. Pugin’s room (fig.  27-3) 
appears chock‐full with church vessels, secular plate, tapestries, furniture, sculpt-
ed objects, and jewelry, all jostling for space and viewers’ attention. Contempo-
raries, however, hailed its aesthetic unity, finding it “attractive” and “picturesque” 
despite the “clumsy contrivances of the middle ages” it sheltered. In reality, the 
items on display had been designed “in the mediaeval style;” that is, in the fastid-
iously archeological manner for which Pugin and his associates were celebrated 
because, production methods notwithstanding, they tried to remain as true as 
possible to medieval forms, materials, and designs.15

The Medieval Court was not to everyone’s taste, either because it showcased 
objects from “the culminating point of barbarism” or was too intensely redolent of 
popery. But whether one was for or against him, Pugin set the tone; all subsequent 
connoisseurs and scholars, irrespective of their religious and political leanings, had 
to move within the parameters he had staked out with great historicist sensibil-
ity. Endless arguments arose around the usefulness of rescuing the Middle Ages 
and, if so, how and why; ever more heated theoretical debates pitched those who 
defended the advantages of mechanized production against those who condemned 
it as a soulless incubator of alienated conformity. Supporters of the “industrial  
arts” promoted the view that a revival of past cooperative working methods could 

Figure 27-3  A.W.N. Pugin’s Medieval Court, Crystal Palace, 1851. Source: reproduced 
from Dickinson’s Comprehensive Pictures of the Great Exhibition of 1851 (London, 1852), 
Vol. 2, Section XII.
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only improve on current standards of production; possibly, on morals too. After 
Pugin, that belief was most ardently advocated by the Arts and Crafts Movement. 
John Ruskin (1819–1900) and William Morris (1834–1896) were its tutelary 
figures, and both were as much lovers of things Gothic as they were committed to 
easing the distinction between design and execution, fine and applied arts.16 With 
even more lasting consequences, the reformation of present tastes and technical 
know‐how proved to be a robust argument in the hands of those who pressed 
governments to endow museums devoted to the applied arts. The first of these, 
built in the aftermath of the Crystal Palace exhibition, was the South Kensington 
Museum (forerunner to the Victoria and Albert Museum), which was then emu-
lated in short succession across Europe in like‐minded institutions that were gen-
erally enriched with sizeable departments of medieval art. Private collectors soon 
followed suit with the fervor of the newly converted; and since they were few and 
far between, they were able to bring home medieval objects quite literally by the 
cartloads. One can here remember individuals as diverse as the Lyon merchants 
Jean‐Baptiste Carrand (1792–1871) and his son Louis (1827–1888), who ended 
up donating their vast collection to their adoptive city Florence where it forms 
the core of the Museo del Bargello, established in 1864 in explicit imitation of 
the Cluny and South Kensington museums. Or the canon of Cologne Cathedral, 
assembler of a prodigious collection of church art, and founder of the influential 
Zeitschrift für christliche Kunst, Alexander Schnütgen (1843–1918); the Russian 
diplomat stationed in Paris, Count Alexander Basilewsky, whose 750 or so pieces, 
many of outstanding quality and significance, Czar Alexander III bought in 1884 
for the Hermitage Museum, St. Petersburg; finally, and a little later, the New 
York financier and omnivorous collector John Pierpont Morgan (1837–1913), 
who had breathed his first medieval air at the Crystal Palace exhibition during his 
European study years.

Scholarly oriented publications did not lag behind. Another visitor who had 
been swept off his feet at the Great Exhibition was the lawyer turned medieval-
ist Jules Labarte (1797–1880). He had curated an already legendary collection 
assembled by his father‐in‐law, the art merchant Louis‐Fidel Debruge‐Dumesnil, 
when in 1864 he started to publish the Histoire des arts industriels au Moyen Âge 
et à l’époque de la Renaissance. Acknowledging the efforts of the rare daring souls 
who had previously ventured into this terra incognita, Labarte’s preface offers a 
poignant summation of the difficulties of seeing, let alone of documenting, much 
of this material. His work’s success undoubtedly depended as much on the fact 
that it offered the first modern overview of medieval small‐scale art as on its gen-
erous illustrations. For those he relied not only on engravings and chromolitho-
graphs but also on the then‐innovative technology of photolithography. And when 
subtle tinting enhance the plates, the result is at once elegant and far crisper than 
early black‐and‐white photographic prints.17 Ensuing publications that sought to 
emulate or improve on Labarte similarly covered a broad chronological range 
whilst relying on catchy illustrations. One work that stands out is Les Arts au 
Moyen Âge et à l’époque de la Renaissance. Its author Paul Lacroix (1806–1884) 



	T owa r d  a   H i sto r i o g r a p h y  o f   t h e   S u m p t u o u s  A rt s 	 667

was an erudite scholar and writer of best‐selling historical novels and plays all in 
one. Conceived as a one‐volume distillation of an earlier eight‐volume work on 
the history and customs of the Middle Ages, he hoped that this version – pruned 
of “scholarly roughness” and therefore likely to be financially more appealing – 
would attract young readers, women “interested in serious readings,” and the 
family “who likes to gather around a book both instructive and pleasant.”

Labarte’s systematic approach by medium, chronology, and national schools did 
not put an end to projects in the eclectic mode made fashionable by Pugin’s Medieval 
Court. Thus, a coeval German publication happily continued to mix and match 
objects of the most diverse kind and facture. The main author of Kunstgewerke und 
Geräthschaften des Mittelalters und der Renaissance, Jakob Heinrich von Hefner‐
Alteneck, hailed from a prosperous family from Aschaffenburg and, after moving to 
Munich, eventually became the second director of the Bavarian National Museum. 
Despite the loss of his right arm, he was a gifted draughtsman; so much so that he 
provided the majority of the drawings for the approximately 400 objects repro-
duced to exacting standards in hand‐colored copper and steel engravings, occa-
sionally complemented by informative line drawings of details and alternate views 
(fig. 27-4). Time‐consuming and pricey, it took 10 years for the three volumes to 
appear, augmented in the second edition with a three‐tome companion on the his-
tory of costume.18 Destined for the upscale market, this encyclopedic work can be 
viewed as the first coffee‐table book on the medieval sumptuous arts.

Yet the search for disciplinary credibility favored enterprises that mustered the 
classificatory rigor of a natural science. In that sense, the hefty dictionaries and 
glossaries painstakingly extracted from primary and archival sources by some of 
the best connoisseurs of medieval art exemplify the entwinement of scientism and 
historicism characteristic of the second half of the nineteenth century.19 Inde-
fatigable Eugène‐Emmanuel Viollet‐le‐Duc (1814–1879) compiled the most 
famous. Now chiefly remembered for his sweeping architectural restorations of 
medieval buildings, he in fact shared with his English revivalist colleagues a deep 
interest in the decorative arts. That led him to publish the even now indispensable 
Dictionnaire raisonné du mobilier français. It is worth noting that volumes two 
to six bear the imprint of A(uguste) Morel & Cie, the same Parisian libraire‐
éditeur who published Labarte’s volumes, and a leader in the nascent market of 
art publications with a particular emphasis on the applied arts. Viollet‐le‐Duc also 
designed some of the most persuasive neo‐Gothic objets d’art. Still extant is the 
impeccably historicist receptacle for the hallowed relic of the Crown of Thorns, 
which had been transferred to the newly installed treasury of Notre‐Dame in 
Paris. The object was executed by Placide Poussielgue‐Rusand, a goldsmith much 
in vogue who headed an enterprising revivalist studio that catered to an interna-
tional clientele, shipping its neo‐ornamenta to buyers from Jerusalem to Buenos 
Aires. Among the 2324 items advertised in the 1893 catalog of the firm, one 
could find an imitation of the cross reliquary Viollet‐le‐Duc had created for the 
cathedral of Sens; and buy it in two versions, one in copper gilt for 5000 francs, 
the other in silver gilt for 8000 francs.20



Figure 27-4  German Mortar with drolleries, c.1400, whereabouts unknown. 
Source: reproduced from Hefner‐Alteneck and Becker, Kunstwerke und Geräthschaften, 
1863, Vol. 3, pl. 59 (reprint edn. p. 379).
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On the whole, these publications have weathered the passing of methodolog-
ical currents better than the more descriptive texts. Among those, worth remem-
bering are the vivid panoramas drawn by Henry Havard (1838–1921) and by the 
prolific Emile Molinier (1857–1906). The latter’s claim in the introduction to the 
Histoire générale des arts appliqués à l’industrie du Ve à la fin du XVIIIe siècle that 
the “industrial arts” have definitively left the scholarly limbo is a good – if overly 
optimistic – reminder of the distance covered since Vasari.21 It must have been a 
source of particular pride when, as one of the art curators working for the Universal 
Exhibition of 1900, he was given a chance to bring together under a same roof 
dozens of exceptional creations from the Middle Ages. Loaned from provincial 
repositories and private collections, the display of styles and formats even educated 
viewers continued to scorn undoubtedly benefited from the bombastic but thor-
oughly modern frame of the Petit Palais. In turn, the “retrospective on French art” 
section bestowed a veneer of historic depth to the country’s bid for global artistic 
preeminence.

Jacob von Falke (1825–1897) concurred with the idea that art history had 
turned a page when it came to the “industrial arts.” He authored the first com-
prehensive German survey, Geschichte des deutschen Kunstgewerbes, a study meant 
to compensate for the heavily Franco‐centric slant of the literature then avail-
able. As with his other wide‐ranging publications on the subject, von Falke’s 
textbook remains an excellent source of information – once clipped, that is, of its 
patriotic partiality. For that compelled its author more than once to laboriously 
reassign objects, hitherto considered Byzantine imports, to Ottonian workshops; 
or else to campaign for a German origin of champlevé enamel against the con-
tention of “French archeologists” that the technique had not only been perfected 
but invented in Limoges as well. Nationalistically inflected differences of opinion 
notwithstanding, he and Molinier shared a similar professional profile. Both were 
leading museum curators, the first in the Department of Decorative Arts at the 
Louvre, the second at the Museum für Kunst und Industrie in Vienna (he played 
a key role in the museum’s founding in 1864 in tandem with his more famous 
mentor Rudolf von Eitelberger, the initiator of the Vienna School of art his-
tory). The two men also were among the first to champion the first‐hand study of 
objects while simultaneously hoisting them to the level of academic respectability: 
one offered public lectures and trained younger scholars at the École du Louvre 
while the other was appointed to a chair at the University of Vienna.

The Age of the Catalog

Compared to the flurry of publishing activity in the later nineteenth century, the 
early part of the twentieth century was decidedly quieter. The grand mappings of 
medieval sumptuous arts had run their course, and a more modest period settled in. 
Not in quantity – the volume of specialized studies on particular objects, artists, and 
regional schools continued to grow – but rather in breath, with most of the writing, 
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now confined to scholarly journals, focusing on questions of dating, attribution, 
and style. The one type of publication that stands out is the catalogue raisonné of all 
known objects in a given class gathered by schools and themes, further organized 
according to stylistic and formal genealogies. Thus Goldschmidt’s mighty corpuses 
of Carolingian, Ottonian, and Romanesque ivories were complemented by the one 
devoted to (French) Gothic ivories by Koechlin. Unlike many individuals evoked so 
far, Adolph Goldschmidt (1863–1944) was a prominent art historian of his gener-
ation, and an inspired teacher who formed many leading younger scholars when he 
took over Heinrich Wölfflin’s chair at the University of Berlin. Interestingly, both 
he and the independent scholar and collector Raymond Koechlin (1860–1931) 
were keenly interested in Islamic art, and that familiarity with visual languages that 
differed from dominant realistic Western norms made them more attuned to the 
expressive powers of medieval ivories, which they excelled at describing with flawless 
precision down to the most imperceptible changes in look and subject matter.

One student of Goldschmidt was Georg Swarzenski (1876–1957), who, like his 
mentor, was forced to flee Nazi Germany. Once in the United States, he partici-
pated in a landmark exhibition that kindled the American reception of medieval 
“decorative” arts, helping them to move from the sphere of private collectors into 
that of public institutions. That was the show on the so‐called Guelph Treasure, 
which its impoverished owner, the Duke of Brunswick‐Hanover, had sold to a 
consortium of Frankfurt art dealers in 1929 and was displayed to much acclaim the 
following year in several American cities in search of prospective buyers. Overcom-
ing the initial tepid response from trustees who worried that such art was “beyond 
the appreciation and understanding of the general public for whom the Museum 
had been built,” William M. Milliken, then director of the Cleveland Museum of 
Art, bought the best pieces.22 Swarzenski went on to mount a more comprehen-
sive and equally successful show on the “Arts of the Middle Ages, 1000–1400” a 
decade later when he was in charge of the medieval collection at Boston’s Museum 
of Fine Arts (a show only surpassed in 1970 with the Metropolitan Museum of 
Arts’s Centennial Exhibition The Year 1200, for which hundreds of objects crossed 
the ocean). Even more important in our context is Swarzenki’s son, Hanns. He 
had joined his father at the MFA in 1948, and is the author of Monuments of 
Romanesque Art, a textbook that, despite drab reproductions and a terse intro-
duction, had the merit of revealing to American readers the many hidden marvels 
of what he classified as “church treasury art.” Broader in chronological scope, yet 
narrower in methodology with its avowed espousal of an “unrepentant history of 
style,” was the 1972 contribution by Peter Lasko – long‐time director of London’s 
Courtauld Institute and one of the finest experts on medieval small‐scale art – to 
the widely read Pelican History of Art.23

The wave of reconstruction after World War II also propelled medieval works of 
art into the center of an exhibition activity that in the best iterations managed to 
combine high scholarly merit with atmospheric qualities, a display philosophy that 
continues to inform choices to this day. In France, the tone was given in 1964 with 
the hugely popular Les Trésors des églises de France, which assembled in the rooms 
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of the Musée des Arts Décoratifs the extraordinary number of 649 reliquaries and 
vasa sacra. In the  introductory essay to the catalog, Jean Taralon, member of the 
Commission des Monuments Historiques, confidently stated that the “arts previ-
ously qualified as minor” were now firmly ensconced in the art historical canon. In 
retrospect, one has to wonder if this shiny and newly sacralized patrimony of national 
treasures, marshaled from grand cathedrals and obscure parish churches, was sum-
moned to the capital for scholarly reasons only – did the parade of venerable objects 
not attest to a glorious history, one moreover that could spread its healing balm on 
a country recovering from the humiliation of military defeat and the stain of fascism?

Post‐war Germany has supplied the best up‐to‐date information on medieval 
sumptuous arts. Ambitious exhibitions have been mounted there almost every year, 
arguably again as a not‐so‐unconscious strategy to retrieve what survives from a 
distant past untainted by the murderous sins of the recent past. And, keeping pace 
with a general trend in art history, each show was enshrined in steadily weightier 
catalogs, increasingly gorged with glossy color illustrations. Die Zeit der Staufer, 
mounted in Stuttgart in Spring 1977, holds the record with some 675,000 visitors 
and 150,000 copies of the five‐volume catalog sold.24 Remarkable for their size 
and scholarly perspectives, some also experimented with unorthodox displays. 
Rhein und Maas, for example, did away with glass cases for the massively bejew-
eled Mosan reliquary shrines, putting them directly in contact with viewers, one 
imagines, to awe‐inspiring effect (fig. 27-5). Typically, these German exhibitions 

Figure 27-5  Viewers looking at Nicholas of Verdun’s Shrine of the Virgin, “Rhein und 
Maas” exhibition, Cologne 1972. Source: reproduced from the exhibition catalog, edited 
by Anton Legner, ill. 59.
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have invited metalwork and ivories, textiles and daily artifacts made of humbler 
materials to deploy their multimedia effects alongside their better‐known sister 
arts in the interpretation of particular cultural areas, individual patrons, or specific 
time periods. Drawing on the expertise of scholars in a wide range of disciplines, 
they have regularly featured essays by some of the best specialists of medieval 
sumptuous arts, including Herman Fillitz, Renate Kroos, Anton Legner, Anton 
von Euw, and Hiltrud Westermann‐Angerhausen.

A comparable move from catalogs tilted toward stylistic and technical concerns 
to ones that encourage a thematic approach has taken place in other countries as 
well, albeit more sporadically. Thus, one can compare the interdisciplinary 1987 
exhibition devoted to the Gothic era in England, The Age of Chivalry, to its ear-
lier and methodologically more limited counterpart on English Romanesque Art. 
Reliquaries and church treasuries have been the chief beneficiaries of this trend. 
A milestone was Henk van Os’s 2000 The Way to Heaven, stylishly choreographed 
in the spaces of a church in Amsterdam and a former convent in Utrecht, which 
also had the merit to showcase rarely seen objects from the Russian Hermitage 
Museum. And – as both a continuation and critical engagement with it – the visu-
ally and conceptually powerful Treasures of Heaven conceived at the Walters Art 
Museum by a team led by Martina Bagnoli, which likewise proved that medieval 
art can reach a wide audience when properly framed. Still, it needs to be said that 
one of the unfortunate consequences of the dominance of exhibitions in this field 
has been to leave objects that are not part of the museum circuit languishing 
in barely accessible treasuries, as insufficiently documented as they were in the 
nineteenth century. Furthermore, preeminent medieval centers of production, 
such as Paris, Limoges, Venice, Cologne, and the Mosan region, have tended to 
eclipse other geographic areas, especially those in more “peripheral” countries, 
like Scandinavia and Eastern Europe.

Toward an Academic Renaissance?

By the 1980s, thousands of surviving items in bronze, enamels, ivory, and hard-
stones had been cataloged.25 Then came the task of incorporating them into larger 
interpretative schemes capable of addressing issues of patronage, iconographic 
programs, the production of cultural meanings, and the circulation of objects 
at both the local and the global level. Thus Johann Michael Fritz’s Goldschmie-
dekunst offers not only an impressive examination of Gothic metalwork (with 
detailed information on more than 800 objects) but also a sociologically inflected 
introduction that queries function and consumption.26 Other publications may 
center on a particular category of objects yet are similarly inclusive in scope. The 
work of Ronald Lightbown, a former curator at the Victoria and Albert Museum, 
can be singled out. His enormously informative Mediaeval European Jewellery 
catalogs the objects that were in his care all the while drawing an admirably thick 
picture of the making, collecting, and uses of jewelry.
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Thematically oriented studies have done much to enlarge our knowledge of 
the workings of sumptuous objects in (elite) life during the central Middle Ages. 
Methodologically unique was the fruit of the collaboration between the inno-
vative, if politically fraught, historian Percy Ernst Schramm (whose interest in 
visual culture had been kindled by Aby Warburg) and the manuscript special-
ist Florentine Mütherich. Reverting to the literal meaning of monument, their 
Denkmale der deutschen Könige und Kaiser led them somewhat provocatively to 
exclude large‐scale representations, and rely instead on reliquaries, manuscripts 
and their opulent covers, regalia, and even musical instruments – in sum, on any 
“memorial” upon which rulers’ “eyes have rested, across which their fingers have 
glided.” In a correspondingly unprecedented move, the authors extended the 
notion of patronage to things obtained by inheritance, purchase, and gift, with 
the refreshing if slightly disconcerting result that a Carolingian reliquary pos-
sessed at a later date, say by Emperor Henry II, was taken to be his monument.27

Michael Camille, an art historian of untiring talent who died prematurely, also 
reformulated many of the questions we continue to ask today. His Medieval Art of 
Love is expansive in coverage, and looks at anything from Limoges and ivory caskets 
to jewels and textiles in order to unravel how medieval artists and viewers asked 
physical tokens to act as a “manufacture of desire.” Herbert Kessler’s energizing 
survey Seeing Medieval Art likewise dispenses with the conventional approach of 
separating medieval art by media, instead foregrounding materiality and com-
munication across a range of visual formats. The recent “material turn” in the 
humanities unquestionably has been a boon to the study of the artworks under 
consideration here.28 And because it dovetails with the “global turn,” tracking 
the industrial operations and transnational commercial mechanisms that brought 
portable artwork as well as highly desirable raw materials via international trading 
channels from Africa (ivory, gold), the Near East and India (pearls, gems), and 
China (silks, porcelain) to European consumers, has encouraged medieval art his-
torians to initiate more sustained conversations with specialists in the arts of Islam 
and Asia.29 Attention to cross‐cultural dimensions already informed the publica-
tions by Marie‐Madeleine Gauthier, above all her multidisciplinary study on the 
cult of relics and pilgrimages. Highways of the Faith remains a lively introduction 
to the subject, particularly for the skillful way in which it relates reliquaries to 
physical movements stimulated by piety, commerce, and war.

There is no question that the study of the “minor” arts has made great strides. 
If it continues to lag behind, it is at least in part due to the continuing lack of 
access to holdings outside major repositories, especially when located in countries 
other than Germany where much has been made to revamp the display of church 
treasuries and refurbish departments of decorative arts to meet current curatorial 
standards. Insofar as the vast majority of ecclesiastical and princely objects have 
been destroyed, written sources play a major role to assess what was there and, 
if those documents are sufficiently forthcoming, how things looked. It therefore 
says something about the state of the field if the compilations put together almost 
a century ago by Otto Lehmann‐Brockhaus (1909–1999) remain unmatched.30 
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Culling thousands of excerpts from church inventories, chronicles, cartularies, 
and other historical documents, his volumes offer a convenient one‐stop access 
to vocabularies, morphologies, and taxonomies pertaining to long‐lost artifacts. 
His one‐time assistant Bernhard Bischoff continued the task in Mittelalterliche 
Schatzverzeichnisse, editing his material to impeccable philological standards. But 
such projects are extremely taxing and receive little academic recognition, which 
undoubtedly explains why the planned second volume never saw the light.31

Teamwork is the best answer to processing “big data.” Exemplary in this regard 
is the Gothic Ivories Project based at the Courtauld Institute of Art, a model 
of institutional collaboration that bridges the museum and academic worlds.32 
Launched in 2008, it nicely bills itself as the “Koechlin for the 21st‐century,” 
although it has made significant additions to the corpus that the Alsatian scholar 
had assembled with extraordinary perseverance but artisanal methods. Thorough, 
flexible, and user‐friendly, Courtauld ivory database contains more than 5000 
images. Many in color and are fully “zoomable,” another major improvement over 
past publications limited to grainy thumbnail reproductions. It is to be hoped that 
works in other media as well as written sources will benefit from similar initiatives. 
Expanding digital archives, facilitating the consultation of high‐resolution image 
databases, developing digital mapping projects, and harnessing 3D visualization 
software are exciting tools that can move what medieval viewers considered to be 
major arts into twenty‐first century scholarship and public awareness.

Notes

1	 In the first edition of 1550, Vasari gave more credit to goldsmithing, at least as a 
medium in which many important painters and sculptors had been trained. It is likely 
that he downplayed its importance in the later edition as a consequence of his animos-
ity toward his rival Benvenuto Cellini, the then most celebrated practitioner of that art.

2	 As addressed by several authors in the volume edited by Hourihane, From Minor to 
Major.

3	 For the liturgical function, see Braun, Der christliche Altar and Das christliche 
Altargerät; also McLachlan, “Liturgical Vessels and Implements.”

4	 On reliquaries, see Chapter 3 by Hahn in this volume.
5	 See Grammacini, “Zur Ikonologie,” and Weinryb, The Bronze Object, for a combined 

discussion of the technical and cultural dimensions of this material. Alphonse Napoléon 
Didron, the “inventor” of medieval iconography, already devoted his Manuel des œuvres 
de bronze et d’orfèvrerie to things (primarily liturgical vessels) crafted in bronze.

6	 Olschki, Guillaume Boucher, pp. 45–106.
7	 Also known as the Schedula diversarum artium, following the title provided by 

Gotthold Ephraim Lessing, who discovered the manuscript while he was librarian to 
the Duke of Brunswick in Wolfenbüttel. English translation by Dodwell, The Various 
Arts; Latin ed. with German translation of book 3 by Brepohl, Theophilus Presbyter.

8	 See Rudolph, The “Things of Greater Importance,” for the text, translation, and a 
detailed examination of the art historical implications of Bernard’s Apologia in the 
context of contemporary monastic culture.
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9	 Suger, Abbot Suger, pp. 62–65. On spolia in general, see Chapter 14 by Kinney in 
this volume.

10	 As trenchantly argued by Bonne, “Pensée de l’art et pensée théologique.”
11	 Many of the works reproduced by Gaignières have since been lost, which is why his 

documentation has become an irreplaceable source of information. His collection, 
as other publications discussed in here, can be accessed online through the Gallica 
digital collection at the Bibliothèque nationale de France (Paris): http://data.bnf.fr/
documents‐by‐rdt/12115323/4030/page1, accessed 9 August 2018.

12	 See Mondini, Mittelalter im Bild.
13	 He published its contents in the lavish Du Sommerard, Les Arts au moyen âge, 

completed after his death by his son Edmond. Early collectors of medieval art are 
discussed by Letellier, “Medieval and Renaissance Art.” On the modern medieval 
museum, see Chapter 39 by Brown in this volume.

14	 On medieval revivals, see Chapter 37 by Bizzarro in this volume.
15	 For Pugin’s ideas in this realm, see his beautifully contrived publications, Designs for 

Gold and Silversmiths and the Glossary of Ecclesiastical Ornament.
16	 The texts assembled by Frank, The Theory of Decorative Art, offer a handy overview 

of these debates.
17	 As detailed by Aubenas and Smith, “La Naissance de l’illustration photographique,” 

pp. 169–196.
18	 Discussed by Warncke in the introduction to the reprint edition.
19	 Texier, Dictionnaire d’orfèvrerie; Laborde, Glossaire français; Gay, Glossaire 

archéologique.
20	 Maison Poussielgue‐Rusand Fils, Manufacture d’orfèvrerie, de bronzes et de chasublerie 

(Paris, 1893), p. 224, no. 517.
21	 Molinier died before completing his work, and the fifth and last volume on tapestries 

was published by Jules Guiffrey. His career is examined by Bos, “Émile Molinier,” 
pp. 309‐321.

22	 Quoted after Heather McCune Bruhn, “William M. Milliken and Medieval Art,” in 
Smith, Medieval Art in America, p. 197.

23	 Swarzenski, Monuments, and Lasko, Ars Sacra, a title borrowed from a German exhi-
bition mounted in 1950 in Munich. On Swarzenski father and son, see McClintock, 
“‘Arts of the Middle Ages and the Swarzenskis” in Smith, Medieval Art in America, 
pp. 203–208, and Shirin Fozi, “’The Time is Opportune,’” pp. 425–439.

24	 I take these figures from Diebold, “Balancing Medieval History,” pp. 269–270.
25	 On enamels, see the publications by Gauthier as well as Antoine, Corpus, and 

the  exhhibition catalog Enamels of Limoges. On ivory: Gaborit‐Chopin, Ivoires, 
and Randall, The Golden Age; and on hardstones, such as rock crystal and jasper: 
Hahnloser and Brugger‐Koch, Corpus.

26	 Another important inquiry on the social status of goldsmiths and workshop practices 
is Claussen, “Goldschmiede des Mittelalters.”

27	 On this ruler’s patronage and Schramm’s legacy, see Garrison, Ottonian Imperial Art.
28	 On materiality see Chapter 4 by Kumler in this volume.
29	 For ivory: Elizabeth Sears, “Ivory and Ivory‐Workers in Medieval Paris,” in Barnet, 

ed., Images in Ivory, pp. 18–37, and Guérin, “Forgotten Routes”; for rock crystal: 
Shalem, Islam Christianized; and for small‐scale objects more generally: Hoffman, 
“Pathways of Portability.” On East/West contacts see Chapter 29 by Folda in this 
volume.
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30	 More recently edited and studied secular inventories from the fourteenth and fifteenth 
centuries are beyond the chronological limits of this chapter.

31	 For the way in which such a source can be exploited to understand specific techniques, 
objects, and ensembles, see Ackley, “Re‐Approaching.”

32	 At http://www.gothicivories.courtauld.ac.uk/index.html, accessed 9 August 2018.
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28

Reliquaries
Cynthia Hahn

From the early Christian era, throughout the Middle Ages, and even today, relics – 
and the reliquaries that stage their appearance to the audience of the faithful – have 
been objects of fascination. Testifying to an unparalleled prestige in the medieval 
period, remarkably complete descriptions of shrines in surviving texts1 and many 
informative inventories document once copious numbers and exceptional value.2 
Although during the Reformation and Enlightenment eras, positive assessments 
declined and commentary turned toward derisive condemnation or accusations 
of superstition,3 relics have emerged again today as objects of intense interest, not 
only to antiquarians and devotees, but also to artists and politicians, and even to 
the general public.4

Although relics and reliquaries have, of course, been consistently important 
to the church and most consequential early scholarship on reliquaries was pro-
duced by devout scholars sponsored by ecclesiastical institutions, until recently 
reliquaries were not at the center of a more general art historical discussion. 
Explanations for this oversight reveal assumptions and issues inherent in the his-
toriography of the discipline.

A first problem is both urgent and immediate – many art historians find reli-
quaries repugnant, as embodiments of superstitious thinking, or literally disgust-
ing, confusing, or frightening because of their contents – often human remains. In 
this, art historians follow a larger cultural trend. “Reason” invaded even religious 
circles in the wake of the Reformation and the Enlightenment and, given the 
duplication of some relics such as the head(s) of John the Baptist and foreskin(s) 
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of Christ as well as the dubious origins of many of the bones or cloths and much 
of the “blood,” relics have been an easy target for criticism during eras that took 
pride in the cultivation of scientific thought. Because the cult of relics and other 
related practices was thus fouled by a taint of superstition, during the Enlighten-
ment not only were miracles explained away, but the material expression of reli-
gion itself was vilified. Indeed, Luther nailed his theses on the door of a famous 
chapel that displayed an unparalleled collection of relics, although it should be 
noted that the brunt of his attack was directed at the Catholic Church’s granting 
of indulgences not at relics per se. In an iconoclastic paroxysm, relics and reli-
quaries were destroyed in the wake of religious reforms, especially in England, 
Scandinavia, and parts of Germany. Although material manifestations of religion 
have always been a matter of concern to Christian theologians and were met 
with open disdain during the reform period – indeed are still treated with suspi-
cion today – scholars of religion now argue for their fundamental importance to 
religious faith and experience.5

The reliquary Majesta (Majesty) of Ste. Foi from Conques (fig. 28-1) can serve as 
a “cautionary tale.” Bernard of Angers, the twelfth‐century compiler of the saint’s 
miracles, had already felt a need to voice the concern that she might be a material 
“idol.”6 His book of miracles, an important medieval document which tells us 
much about a reliquary and its cult, clearly also reveals the saint as a “trickster” very 
concerned with material donations. Ultimately, the wonderful assortment of stories 
must be understood to have been compiled in part to serve the economic interests 
of the monastery. Nevertheless, Foi only survived revolutionary furor – equal parts 
greed and anger against the church – because she was hidden by pious townspeo-
ple who had an unshakeable devotion to the saint as materialized by her reliquary.

A second reason for the lack of attention to reliquaries in art historical scholar-
ship, perhaps more discipline‐specific, may be related to the first. The prevailing art 
historical narrative of the post‐medieval period describes theorists and practitioners 
turning away from faith‐based artwork toward representational and “beautiful” 
art, usually in a naturalist mode. Held up to such aesthetic criteria, the assemblage‐
like nature, the “strange” use of body part imagery, even the materiality of the gold 
and gems of reliquaries seemed unsophisticated and even, at times, grotesque.

The reliquary image of Ste. Foi is again a perfect example of an object that 
would have repulsed such a Renaissance sensibility – it is a strange agglomeration 
of undateable parts, constituting a figure of squat proportion, ungainly posture, 
remote affect, and confusing sexuality. The reliquary is more notable for its glit-
tering surface encrusted with gold and gems, and even adorned with whole added 
pieces of jewelry, such as its spectacular crown, than for any naturalism or confor-
mity to aesthetic ideals.

It should be noted, however, that this understanding of Renaissance art is 
in large part false. More recent scholarship has been able to recover a strong 
thread of faith‐based early modern art in which reliquaries and similar objects 
prove extraordinarily important.7 Although it is true that many relics were 
rehoused during the Renaissance and later periods in Italy, following a general 
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trend in reliquary production of bringing reliquaries “up to date” in order 
to please audiences, an appreciation for older objects may be shown to have 
persisted, as witnessed by the enthusiastic reuse of pieces and even entire rel-
iquaries as spolia in grand ensembles, especially during the post‐Tridentine 
period.8

A third reason that art historians once neglected reliquaries, is perhaps more 
pragmatic. The objects themselves can be difficult and unattractive to study, 
entailing intractable problems of attribution and dating. As assembled objects, or 
objects that were extensively remade or repaired often with many spolia added, 
often no secure date can be assigned to them. The finest example of this array 
of issues is once again Ste. Foi, with components of the eighth, ninth, tenth, 
through the fourteenth centuries, assembled around an original core of a gold 
male portrait mask of the Late Antique period.

Figure 28-1  Majesty of Sainte Foi, second to tenth centuries and later additions, 
gilded silver, copper, enamel, rock crystal and precious stones, cameos, wooden core, 
85 × 36 × 24 cm, Sainte‐Foi, Conques. Source: photo © Erich Lessing/Art Resource, NY.
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Fourth and finally, and again as a result of basic principles of the study of art 
history, reliquaries have not been deemed an important topic because they fall 
into the category of “minor arts.” Typical classificatory systems ranked paint-
ings, sculpture, and architecture at the top of art historical hierarchies, making 
the cultural importance of useful “furnishings” such as reliquaries, which were 
grouped with the decorative arts, minor arts, or at best ornamenta ecclesiae, 
difficult to assess.9 Although seemingly a trivial by‐product of cataloguing, such 
classification placed reliquaries and their study materials in the less prestigious 
sections of museums, libraries, and even slide collections. Distorting medieval 
value systems, such categorization erroneously placed painting, which barely 
constituted a category and certainly not a preeminent one, far above the manu-
facture of reliquaries, which were among the most valued and valuable art works 
of their time.

All of these four “problems” have impeded scholarship on reliquaries but 
have been overcome and, remarkably, each has proven to be a strength in recent 
scholarship. Instead of condemning reliquaries as unattractive objects of study, 
their additive nature discloses them as unique cultural objects of great interest 
for revealing and reifying a cultural life of things.10 The sumptuous and purpose-
ful use of various substances and spolia in reliquaries, indeed an unapologetic 
focus on materiality, has enabled a lively new study of the nature and reception of 
materials in the Middle Ages.11 An aesthetics based on visual attention and desire 
rather than naturalism has been put forward as a construct closer to the classical 
meaning of the term, rather than its nineteenth‐century understanding.12 Their 
abject beauty in the end proves undeniably appealing.13

Reliquaries, thus, are no longer classed as part of the “minor arts.” A reevaluation 
of categories, and of the relative historical value of techniques and materials, has 
allowed reliquaries to be understood as the most valuable of art products of the 
Middle Ages. This reconsideration and re‐ranking reveals that, indeed, there are 
more names of artists associated with reliquaries as metalwork than perhaps any 
other area of art production of the Middle Ages. Gold and silver workers were 
among the premier artists of the Middle Ages, singled out for praise in the scant 
surviving documentation of art works.14

Finally, any lingering taint of superstition and “offense to reason” has been 
almost entirely eradicated as reliquaries have found a new prominence as a class 
of objects that are constructed as contingent upon audience involvement. Of 
immense interest for reception and performance studies and ultimately under-
stood to be inappropriate to study in isolation, reliquaries not only support but 
demand a more general and synthetic context of study.15

In the following, after a preliminary clarification of terms, I will discuss major 
trends in scholarship on either side of the art historical divide just described. 
Although the discussion by no means should be considered exhaustive, it will 
become apparent that the earlier era is dominated by typological studies and exhi-
bitions, as well as studies of individual reliquaries as masterworks, but largely 
out of context.16 A contemporary generation of scholars has produced work that 
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attempts to be more synthetic and to bring reliquaries together into a unified 
field of study. Finally this chapter will conclude with a short discussion of the 
ways that recent scholarship has clarified new methodologies appropriate to the 
consideration of reliquaries.

Earliest Publications

The study of reliquaries begins in crisis mode – with their collection and publi-
cation by antiquaries (through line drawings, engravings, or descriptions) in the 
wake of the Dissolution of the Monasteries or other threats to their continued 
survival. The Jesuit Athanasius Kircher (1602–1680) in Rome created a short‐
lived museum. The Benedictine Bernard de Montfaucon (1655–1741) is con-
sidered the founder of modern archeology, and reliquaries played a role in his 
wide‐ranging studies. Also a Benedictine, Michel Félibien (1665–1719), the son 
of André Félibien, historian and early “art critic,” published an important account 
of the history and collections of the monastery of Saint‐Denis: Histoire de l’abbaye 
royale de Saint‐Denys en France (1706). Other Benedictines, Edmond Martène 
and Ursin Durand, traveled in Belgium as well as France, publishing Voyage 
littéraire de deux religieux bénédictins de la congrégation de St. Maur (Paris, 1724) 
with documentation of art works that were soon lost. The Brunswick Guelph 
Treasure, which had been taken as booty from the cathedral of the defeated town 
by descendants of the original princely family that had donated it, was inventoried 
and published by its appointed keeper, a professor of mathematics and theology, 
Gerhard Wolter Molanus (1633–1722). Of note, Patrick M. de Winter character-
izes the result as, in effect, the description of a cabinet of curiosities, signaling a 
different approach from the original meaning of the treasury.17

Aubin‐Louis Millin de Grandmaison (1759–1818), a director of the Cabinet 
des Médailles in Paris, worked before, during, and after one of the greatest his-
torical threats to reliquaries  –  the French Revolution  –  to secure and publish 
the medieval heritage of France in multiple publications including Antiquités 
nationales, ou, Recueil de monumens: pour servir à l’histoire générale et particulière 
de l’empire françois, tels que tombeaux, inscriptions, statues, vitraux, fresques, etc.: 
tirés des abbayes, monastères, châteaux, et autres lieux devenus domaines nationaux 
(Paris, 1790). He was jailed in 1793 by the anti‐religious faction, the Jacobins, 
but recovered his place and had a long and fruitful career. The publications of 
French antiquaries such as the Jesuit Charles Cahier (1807–1882) continued to 
follow largely nationalist concerns, although papal prelate Xavier Barbier de Mon-
tault (1830–1901) worked on French as well as Italian material, including the 
treasures at Monza. These antiquarians were crucial in documenting the wealth 
of extant reliquaries before the upheavals of the modern age.

By no means complete even for continental Europe, it should be noted that this 
list conspicuously omits some of the most renowned of antiquaries, the British. 
For our story, however, Britain is by necessity a peripheral concern. In Britain, 
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reliquaries were destroyed in the wake of Henry VIII’s depredations and anti‐
Catholic sentiment prevailed long before antiquarianism emerged as a force. 
Although it should be noted that figures such as William Dugdale (1605–1686), 
and his son‐in‐law Elias Ashmole (1617–1692) supported Charles I and his 
Catholic inclinations, Ashmole did not collect reliquaries as evidenced by the 
eventual depository of his collection, the Ashmolean Museum in Oxford. Lost 
English reliquaries can only be studied in texts and other tangential remains 
such as pilgrim badges. (It is interesting to note, however, that a prominent 
English journal published from 1860 was titled: The Reliquary and illustrated 
archaeologist: a quarterly journal and review devoted to the study of early pagan and 
Christian antiquities of Great Britain.)

Relic Exhibitions

In their very essence, reliquaries make a pledge to their viewers that they hold 
something secret and important. Perhaps for this reason, catalogs of exhibitions 
feature prominently in the history of publications of the objects: early public exposure 
of reliquaries offered the faithful and unfaithful alike a chance to view the normally 
secret and exclusive treasures of churches. Newly visible in spectacular and glittering 
displays and/or lavish publications, in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, 
reliquaries and other medieval art objects, liberated from their ecclesiastical homes, 
were avidly collected and exhibited by wealthy “gentleman” antiquarians with 
aspirations. These include: Alexandre de Sommerard (1779–1842, collection now 
in the Cluny Museum, Paris), Louis Fidel Debruge‐Duménil (1788–1838, collec-
tion sold but published in a massive tome 1847 by his son‐in‐law Jules Labarte), 
Alexander Basilevsky (1829–c.1885?, collection now in the Hermitage), and Prince 
Peter Soltykoff (active 1840–1861, collection sold, pieces in many museums); bankers 
and financiers also collected, including giants such as James‐Alexandre de Pourtalès, 
Comte de Pourtalès‐Gorgier (1776–1855) and J.P. Morgan (1837–1913), and were 
served by dealers such as Frederic Spitzer (1815–1890), whose collection went to 
George Salting (1835–1909) who bequeathed most of it to London museums; and 
later Joseph Brummer (1883–1947, a large part of his collection went to the Met). 
The very fact that so many reliquaries in museums have traveled a circuitous route 
through the hands of collectors and dealers should, however, additionally caution 
scholars about the integrity of such objects once they arrive in the secular sphere – it 
was not unusual for dealers to elaborate the compound nature of reliquaries by adding 
“spare parts” from other reliquaries in order to make an object more enticing.18

This era of collecting and sales led to important exhibits in museums. In 
1917, in early “blockbuster” style, Morgan’s collection of over 4000 objects 
was exhibited at the Metropolitan Museum of New York after his death. In 
a very different example, in the wake of World War I, in 1930 the German 
Ducal family chose to sell the Guelph Treasury to raise money and organized 
a series of exhibitions in Germany and the United States, culminating in a 
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spectacularly successful event in Cleveland where a large number of the choice 
treasures were purchased for the Cleveland museum (the rest was eventually 
purchased by the Nazi‐controlled state but relinquished and recovered for St. 
Blaise in Braunschweig).19

Following the example of the Guelph Treasury exhibit, a particularly popular 
form of exhibition has focused on single treasuries, surviving or not. Such shows 
bridge the divide described above and indeed in some sense loosely realize a 
medieval ambition associated with feast days – a sort of visual inventory of the 
glories of any given church, a material and sparkling documentation (as Durandus 
the thirteenth‐century bishop required).20 The best of these modern exhibits give 
invaluable information about the history of treasuries, an important study in itself 
(see Chapter 13 by Mariaux in this volume) and, by default, discuss reliquaries in 
their larger historical context and therefore represent significant trends of institu-
tional self‐fashioning.

Indeed, attendance at these sorts of exhibits may parallel medieval visits to 
treasuries by pilgrims and have more than a little to do with issues of faith. The 
first publications, for example the mid‐eighteenth‐century pamphlet from Aachen 
(1733), had prayers and is reminiscent of pilgerblätter, but a century later the 
publication by Dr. Fr. Bock (1860), provides descriptions of materials, assess-
ments, and measurements, as well as an appreciation of the relics.

A similar motivation combined with archeological curiosity and papal politics 
created a great deal of interest in the famed chapel of the Sancta Sanctorum in 
Rome. The appearance in 1908 of a study by German Jesuit Hartmann Grisar, 
Die römische Kapelle Sancta Sanctorum und ihr Schatz, documented the opening 
and inventory of the altar in Rome.21 (The correlated exhibitionary impulse came 
decades later with a series of enormously popular traveling exhibits featuring the 
“treasures” of the Vatican: Metropolitan Museum of Art 1982, New Orleans, 
1984, Ottawa, 1986, Denver 1993, and Cleveland 1998). A group of important 
exhibits in Paris have focused on the treasuries of Saint‐Denis (1973), Conques 
(2001), and the Sainte‐Chapelle (2001), only one of which  –  Conques  –  is 
still extant as a collection. An exhibit featuring the reconstruction of the Basel 
Treasury, which had also been broken up due to secularization and nineteenth‐
century politics, made a splash in Basel and in New York in 2001. Reinstalla-
tions of Quedlinburg (1992) and Essen (2009) and the recent exhibition of the 
treasury of Agaune (2014) have created publications of note, documenting those 
monastic collections.22

Proud celebrations of city, church, or region become unabashed nationalism 
in another sort of exhibit. In 1965/1966 Jean Taralon, a scholar of stained 
glass who served as Inspecteur general des monuments historiques of France, 
organized a seminal exhibit, Les trésors des églises de France, at the Musée des art 
décoratifs in Paris. That exhibit and its extensive scholarly catalog was intended 
not only to document France’s rich cache of surviving treasury objects (despite 
the ravages and systematic destruction of the French Revolution) but also to 
safeguard it.
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A more scholarly impulse can be seen in the exhibitions curated by Anton Legner of 
the Schnütgen Museum. One of the few large early modern collections to survive 
intact in something like its original form, the Schnütgen Museum,23 donated 
to the city of Cologne in 1906, represents the efforts of Alexander Schnütgen 
(1843–1918), a theologian and priest associated with Cologne Cathedral and 
University of Bonn. The collection is today housed in the deconsecrated Roman-
esque Church of St. Cecelia. As director of the Schnütgen from 1970, Legner 
pursued an intense personal interest in the history of relics and reliquaries in 
a succession of more and more focused shows, that centered on German and 
Mosan objects (Rhein und Maas, 1972, Monumenta Annonis 1975, Ornamenta 
Ecclesiae 1985, and Reliquien: Verehrung und Verklärung, 1989, among others). 
These exhibitions set the standard for scholarly inquiry into individual reliquaries, 
being perhaps the first to document all aspects of a reliquary, including mate-
rials, dating, inscriptions and, most importantly, if possible, examining and noting 
the relic(s) contained. The essays included with the catalog opened discussion 
of many associated issues, such as patronage and liturgical use of reliquaries, for 
example the fine essay by Renate Kroos on processions.24

With the exhibition Way to Heaven (2000), scholarship emphatically entered 
a new era. In that exhibition and its catalog, Henk van Os charted a path to 
think more broadly about reliquaries and their meaning for their medieval and 
modern publics (a popular audio guide kept the gallery overly full as audiences 
lingered much “longer than usual”). Although it focused on reliquaries of the 
Netherlands, the exhibition also considered relics and reliquaries from other 
cultures and religions and delved into their devotional usage. Most recently Trea-
sures of Heaven in Cleveland, Baltimore, and London (2011) has taken a similar, 
although even more ambitious approach and one conspicuously lacking a nation-
alist agenda. (Although the iteration in London featured a section, not included 
in the published catalog, on “British saints,” post‐Henry VIII’s reforms.)

Reliquary Surveys

Of twentieth‐century publications, neither associated with an exhibition or 
a specific collection, undeniably the most impressive and important is that by 
Joseph Braun. In his Die Reliquiare: Des christlichen Kultes und ihre Entwicklung 
(1940), with 602 illlustrations(!!), the Jesuit priest produced an invaluable survey 
of a wide range of extant reliquaries as well as inventory citations of lost works, 
classifying reliquaries by types. Braun begins with medieval terms from inventories 
and inscriptions, ranging from vas (vessel), to pyxis (cylindrical container), to scri-
nium (simple box), to tabula (tablet shaped), to monstrantia (using transpar-
ent materials), to brachium (arm), to caput (head). Unfortunately, to be used in 
reference to extant materials, these terms required revision – one would be hard‐
pressed to determine the exact shape and size of an Arca as opposed to a Feretrum 
or Tumba, words that could be interchangeable for box‐like or church‐shaped 
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reliquaries, and a Tabernaculum could take any number of shapes. Furthermore, 
medieval terms reflected many aspects of reliquaries: meanings, use, materials, 
and/or shapes. Instead of the Latin terms with which he began, therefore, Braun 
organized the bulk of his discussion using German terms (here loosely translated): 
Kastenartige (caskets), Flashen (flasks, etc.), Tafelreliquiare (tablet reliquaries), 
Kapsel or Scheibenformige (capsule or disc‐shaped), Ostensorien (ostensories), and 
Redende (or “speaking”) reliquaries, thus classifying almost all reliquaries into 
clearly defined types. As professor at Valkenburg in the Netherlands and Frank-
furt and Pullach in Germany, Braun produced other important handbooks on the 
development of the altar, liturgical vestments, and altar ornamentation, in effect 
expanding his discussion to all parts of the decoration of sacred space – ornamenta 
ecclesiae – and parts of the “treasury.”

Once Braun’s typological mode was established, over the next five decades 
most studies of reliquaries tended to follow its approach, although more recent 
work has considered such types as social phenomena rather than classificatory 
systems.25 It might be noted that attempts to produce similar comprehensive 
surveys attest to Braun’s wide‐ranging mastery of the material. Pierre Dor’s 
treatment of reliquaries housing Passion relics (1999) is limited in type and 
region, i.e. to France.

In his Way to Heaven exhibition mentioned above, Van Os’s alternative 
approach followed the lead of a very different text publication, Les routes de la 
foi (1983) by Marie‐Madeleine Gauthier. That publication ranged from discus-
sions of pilgrimage and trade to Buddhist relics and was written with a broad 
impressionistic stroke, intended for the general public. The intriguing selection 
of individual objects, however, received catalog entries and a useful scholarly 
treatment. Anton Legner’s Reliquien in Kunst und Kult (1995), a handbook by 
the Schnütgen curator, explored a wide chronological range and considered the 
use and presentation of relics. Both publications significantly diverge from the 
format of the list, catalog, or inventory.

All recent scholarship has followed this lead, affirming that any investigation of 
reliquaries must be thoroughly grounded in a historical understanding of relics, 
objects that have a distinctively indeterminate and fluctuating nature, dependent on 
their historical and cultural milieu, as seminally discussed by Patrick Geary (1978). 
Important scholarship on the cult of relics,26 and their legal and ecclesiastical status,27 
further serves to show how crucial reliquaries are in presenting holy matter. Whether 
it takes the form of a body, a bone fragment, dust, pebble, or a scrap of cloth, the 
relic must be clearly and unequivocally presented in order to be recognized, and 
furthermore staged in a sufficiently impressive fashion to stir up the faithful – as 
the early thirteenth‐century Abbot Berthold of Weingarten explained concerning 
his choice of a head reliquary “in order to encourage the faith and piety[of the 
people].”28 As Bernard of Angers wrote of Foi, the image of the saint “touched” 
viewers’ emotions and caused them to “implore [the saint] more fervently.”

The newest art historical work on reliquaries moves into the realm of critical 
and anthropological methodologies. Studies consider exchange, especially in the 
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context of the Crusades: Hans Belting,29 Holger Klein, Gia Toussaint, Michele 
Bacci and others30; materials: Caroline Bynum,31 and articles in a Gesta issue edited 
by Aden Kumler32; or literary critical perspectives: Seeta Chaganti,33 or all three: 
Beate Fricke34 and Hahn.35 In an especially insightful use of the spatial theories 
of Henri Lefebvre, Karen Overbey in Sacral Geography (2012) invokes the spatial 
environment of early medieval Irish reliquaries, many of which have not survived, 
most of which do not contain bodies, and most of which have been radically 
altered. In considering this seemingly intractable material, she eloquently writes 
that typical Irish relics  – bells, books, and staffs are: “signifiers of gesture and 
signs of holiness grounded in action and in movement: ecclesiastical foundation 
journeys, missionary activity, and apotropaic circuits of territory … at once holy 
ground and ritual vector, oscillat[ing] between stability and motility, between 
sacred place and social space”36

These publications take the study of reliquaries in a new and exciting direction. 
While major European research projects are delving more deeply into individual 
reliquaries in Belgium, Finland, Germany, and Israel in order to set up potential 
comparative databases that chart real as opposed to “believed” disposition of the 
material of relics in reliquaries,37 new methods point to broadened interpretive 
means for thinking about these artful and sacred containers.

Reliquaries and Methods

It will be advantageous at this moment to sum up some of the methodological 
approaches and issues that have redefined this field and consider how they make 
the study of reliquaries an ideal window into the study of the Middle Ages, both 
historically and theoretically. In doing so, we will also attempt to effect something 
of a more general introduction to the concepts essential to the examination of 
relics and reliquaries.

We might begin by looking at how a reliquary was discussed in the 1970s 
and how that has changed today. In his fine book concerned with medieval art 
objects made for the church, Ars Sacra, Peter Lasko38 notes that the Alexander 
Head reliquary, now in Brussels, was made for Abbot Wibald presumably for 
his monastery at Stavelot (fig.  28-2). Although Lasko eloquently introduces 
Wibald’s historical importance and gives a precise date for the reliquary (1145), 
based upon the documented ceremonial deposit of the relics in the object, he 
is primarily concerned with the innovative use of the technique of champlevé 
enamel and notes its connections with Byzantine and Mosan enamels. He iden-
tifies the iconography of the Beatitudes on the “box,” as well as the figures, and 
mentions the inscriptions.

A fresh look at the reliquary raises many questions.39 While Lasko mentions only 
the relics of Alexander, the longest inscription (on the bottom of the reliquary), 
specifically includes a multitude of relics, including the sponge of the Crucifixion, 
the head of Peter, Alexander’s companions, and the stone of the Holy Sepulchre. 
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One wonders, who is this Alexander? Why are the remains of this early Roman 
pope here at Stavelot along with those of other saints and loca sancta (holy places)? 
How does one explain the remarkably “classical head,” almost like a portrait bust? 
Is it a portrait? Where has the artist learned to work in this way? What is the box? 
Some have called it a portable altar and it has a remarkably different look both 
stylistically and technically from the artistic execution of the head. Why does the 
saintly pope not wear a miter or other head gear as would be customary? Why 
does he have a jewel hanging on his neck – is it spolia? How is such a reliquary 
meant to function? Why did Wibald go to the expense of having such an elabo-
rate reliquary made? Are we to look into these golden eyes and speak to this man? 
Why dragons? (Lasko does mention them). Ultimately, is the object not more than 
a little strange?

So many questions remain unanswered that one wonders how this piece could 
be singled out as the masterwork that is illustrated in the most popular “survey” text 
of the history of art, Gardner’s Art Through the Ages.40 That account clearly relies 

Figure 28-2  Head Reliquary of Pope Alexander, 1145 ce, gilded silver, enamel, 
and copper alloy, wooden core, 44.5 × 23.5 cm, Brussels, Musées Royaux d’Art et 
d’Histoire. Source: photo © Valkenberg, Christine, I.R.P.A., KIK‐IRPA, Brussels 
(Belgium).
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on Lasko in focusing on techniques and style, although it makes a comparison to 
Antique portrait heads, more emphatically attributes different styles within the 
piece to “Romanesque” eclecticism, and notes how valuable a reliquary could 
be as part of a sort of ecclesiastical competition for attention. Finally in what is 
the clearest nod to more current scholarship, the passage adds that the reliquary 
makes the saint seem “alive and present.”

The Alexander reliquary, although not a portrait, is without doubt a superb 
piece of metalwork, but it also, as a medieval material object, allows a fascinat-
ing glimpse into habits of prayer, veneration of relics, meaning of materials, and 
the potential shaping of a soul through emulation of a type of holy person who 
himself continually strove for personal perfection.41 Lasko’s assessment was more 
than adequate in its time, but our understanding of reliquaries now prompts an 
entirely new set of questions, and seeks to avoid taking such objects for granted as 
merely beautiful or costly. Instead, we must openly acknowledge their strangeness 
and contingency, their irruption into our space, as reliquaries “joining heaven 
and earth.”42

Thus, it would seem, the most basic terms of our discussion, those that have 
thus far perhaps seemed self‐evident, must be clarified. First and foremost: What 
is a relic? What is a reliquary? How do the two interact?43

The simplest answer to the first question is that a relic is physical matter that is 
believed to be intrinsically bound to something spiritual, that it carries the virtus 
of a saint or Christ, literally the virtue but more accurately the power of the holy 
person. A relic can be, as is usually thought, a portion of the body, but it can also 
be an object that has come into contact with a sacred person. It can even be a 
bit of dust or stone from a holy place. To provide the crucial element of identity 
to these bits of matter, it is necessary that it have a tag or authentic (also in Fr. 
etiquette),44 and ultimately that it be enclosed in a reliquary.

Although relic veneration is not clearly established as a practice by the church 
until the fourth century, the first evidence of Christian relic veneration involved 
the faithful of Smyrna who in the mid‐second century ce collected the remains 
of Polycarp after his martyrdom in order to use them to celebrate the anniversary 
of his sacrifice, calling them “more dear than precious stones.”45 In other words, 
from the beginning, relics have been defined by an audience’s recognition of the 
presence of power and a distinctive reversal of material values. Miracles may play 
a part, as well as the acknowledgment of institutional affirmation, but above all, 
without an act of recognition, a relic remains mere undifferentiated matter. Both 
audience and material identification are essential for authentication.

Thus, it is apparent why reliquaries themselves are essential – they identify, they 
summon an audience, they contain and enclose the relic. As an added benefit, they 
allow the transport and circulation of sacred substances. Reliquaries are mentioned 
in the earliest texts as a means of honoring, enclosing, and transporting relics, but 
they also, from the beginning, carry messages about the significance, authenticity, 
and meaning of their contents. Even if such messages are conveyed only by the 
prestige of precious materials, reliquaries are in their essence a mediation between 
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relics and audiences. As such, they prepare the audience for the proper reception 
and treatment of the holy objects, what Peter Brown calls reverentia, “an eti-
quette toward the supernatural.”46 One thing they often do not do is clearly iden-
tify their contents through their imagery. Instead the imagery and visual signifiers 
of a reliquary are often indirect.47

A first issue is thus that of representation. As above, relics were often frag-
mentary, perhaps taking the form of unidentifiable dust or shreds of cloth. The 
reliquary must find its place in doing the work of “representing” the relic as 
powerful, holy, and sacred, and even fictionally whole, as part of the larger insti-
tution of the church. This is frequently done in abstract or metaphorical terms. 
Remarkably, while at the same time the relic might be made “fully visible” in its 
power and associations, it is also, more often than not, hidden from view within 
the reliquary.

Again the reliquary of Ste. Foi can serve as an example (fig. 28-1). The Majesty 
is said to hold the skull (hidden not in the head cavity but in the wooden torso), 
separated from the other relics of the saint which are in a casket. Nevertheless, 
we see an entire and lively body reconstituted in the reliquary. The relics are thus 
obscured by their glittering container covered with gems (highly charged and 
symbolic materials), while simultaneously empowered. In contrast to its modern 
isolation in a glass vitrine, lit and immobilized as an art object, in the Middle Ages 
the reliquary was created to be a dynamic part of a collection of reliquaries. In 
such company, representing the church and its saints and their powers, the Maj-
esty of Foi was, throughout its history, carried and manipulated, displayed and 
presented. (At one point, the Conques monks begged off too frequent requests 
for the saint’s Majesty to be processed!)

Moreover, in conjunction with its miracle stories, we learn that the Foi reliquary 
is literally a “collection in itself” in addition to its status as part of a larger col-
lection in the treasury of Conques that supports it. Story after story tells of Foi 
asking for, and receiving gifts of jewelry and precious materials. She (in the per-
sonified form of her reliquary) becomes a documentation of her own miraculous 
and holy power and in turn bestows ornaments on her church as well (the altar 
frontal).48 Perhaps the most fascinating story concerning Foi is that of her pre-
history – her relics did not originally belong to Conques at all but were brought 
there by monks who perpetrated furta sacra (pious theft), in some sense discov-
ering her potential and transporting her to a more “fitting” home. In these terms 
(for as a powerful saint, she had the power to stop the theft), Foi voluntarily takes 
up residence in what was soon to become a pilgrimage town.

Thus the reliquary assumes a very specific value in an elaborate system of 
provenance and exchange, it is an amalgamation of acquisitions through gift, 
inventio (discovery), and theft. As an object of continuing power, moreover, Foi’s 
reliquary is constantly revised, physically or contextually, and brought up to date. 
Such renewal is not just practical but significant: “All things renewed are pleas-
ing to God; Christ is ever renewing all things, and ennobling them to enhance 
His light.”49
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In this claim about renewal of a shrine, the fifth‐century saint, Paulinus of Nola, 
describes “ennobling” relics by encasing them in order to create “enhanced … 
light” and to appreciate their origin in Christ; he engages in “renewing” older 
reliquaries and structures out of honor to their contents and their ultimate maker 
who reciprocates by “every renewing all things.” Paulinus even describes the newly 
arisen body of the faithful soul in resurrection as a sort of reliquary: “flesh … 
covered with a shining garment.”50 Such a metaphorical linking of body and soul, 
relic and shrine is not unusual in medieval commentary on relics, but this case 
makes the spiritual intent very clear – making a reliquary, renewing a shrine is a 
project to lift the minds of the faithful.51

In Foi’s case (as well as that of Pope Alexander), devotees are directly addressed 
by a reliquary with a “face”; the minds of the devout are “lifted” through specific 
acts of communication. Such communication may be formal  – prayer and lit-
urgy – or more spontaneous – requests and miracles. In either case, Foi instanti-
ates an algorithm of the processing of prayers – she represents in her presence the 
act of intercession – passing along prayers to God. One catches her gaze, speaks 
to her, she speaks back, gestures, and refers the prayer (however, nota bene, the 
hands are nineteenth‐century replacements).

In contrast to such promises of the future fulfillment of a relationship with 
the divine, however, reliquaries also materialized and validated contempo-
rary social and societal relationships. Relics take an important place in the gift 
economy: not only did saints like Foi receive gifts, but they also gave them; 
not just immaterial spiritual gifts and miracles, but gifts of themselves. Massive 
numbers of relics were exchanged as gifts within the church and thus became a 
purposeful and material enactment of ties of friendship and affiliation. Bishops, 
for example, rarely traveled without collecting relics along the way, and in turn 
redistributing them. Saint Hugh, the twelfth‐century bishop of Lincoln, famous 
for enthusiastically gnawing off a bit of the relic of Mary Magdelene, had a 
magnificent gemmed ring in which he secreted as many as 30 relics, eventu-
ally giving the jewel to Lincoln at his death as a pious donation.52 In this way, 
“distances between groups and persons were overcome by gestures of grace and 
favor,”53 not to mention that the exchanges were reified in the forms of relics 
and reliquaries, as well as accompanied by stories and ceremonies that persisted 
in their new locations.54

But although ultimately we must thus understand relics and their reliquaries, 
such as the Foi Majesty, as participating in a profoundly utilitarian relationship – 
containing, honoring, enabling communication, and intended to elicit veneration – 
we admit that the end result is still beautiful. However strange, Foi remains a 
persistent object of fascination to modern viewers.

In myriad ways, I have argued above that reliquaries are not merely works of 
art, and surely not “art for art’s sake,” but they are undeniably art. Although it 
was not unusual for them to become objects of veneration as a sort of slippage 
of the meaning between container and contained,55 that is not why art historians 
value them – ultimately reliquaries have an aesthetic, they are something to be 
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looked at and admired. But can such a quality be understood as at all historical, 
rather than an artifact of modern concerns?

Certainly the relationship of medieval viewer and reliquary was always one 
of importance, and the details of its structuring raises important questions 
about Christian devotion as well as more basic questions about vision, yet to 
be adequately explored in their full range vis‐à‐vis reliquaries. Looking‐at‐relics, 
for example, can be described as a devotional practice. The devout employ a 
“meditative gaze,” a looking through that opens up to the full implications of 
faith – vision that is expansive, timeless, and “true.” The relics themselves reput-
edly give off light, returning to the viewer, alternately illuminating or blinding. 
Moreover, even when clear crystal is used for housing relics, the devotee does not 
necessarily look at the relic but practices an act of “looking” that is directed heav-
enward, toward “crystalline” heavens.56

In such processes, medieval theologians claimed that the senses were purified, 
extended and enabled, and the soul reordered. The gaze traveled outward and the 
returned with grace: “Once our senses have been cleansed of all that gives rise to 
wickedness, our Lord Jesus Christ will gladly walk in them: in them as in the five 
porticoes, will stroll Wisdom …”57 The often tiny fragment of the relic could also 
serve to focus the gaze, as if only the small aperture could let in the blazing light. 
From gazing at the small, a process was initiated of opening up or understanding. 
The relic like other small things: “open[s] itself to reveal a secret life – indeed to 
reveal a set of actions and hence a narrativity and history outside the given field of 
perception … a compressed time of interiority.”58

Such devotional practices, however, must supplement looking with prac-
tices of spiritual engagement. Patricia Cox Miller has called such an imagina-
tive performance an “aesthetics” that transforms bones and dust to beauty and 
power.59 As she describes it, any material expression remains stubbornly unfin-
ished, and the artist (in Cox’s example, a writer) calls upon the listener and 
viewer to complete it. Similarly, Seeta Chaganti declares that “enshrinement is 
an aesthetic principle,” and emphasizes that “The viewer’s task of negotiating 
between representation and sacred presence occurs within the object’s own nego-
tiations between text and materiality.”60

Among medieval sources that might confirm the origins of such an aesthetic 
approach, Richard of St. Victor writes in his Benjamin Minor I.4, that the “soul 
expands and is uplifted by the beauty it perceives; it loses itself in the object.”61 
Christine de Pizan tells of the French king Charles V retreating after his after-
noon nap to be with his “… most privy friends taking delight in pleasant things, 
[and for his health] examining joyaux or other rich works” many of which were 
reliquaries. Charles felt a need to have experts (cognoisseurs de telz choses) to help 
with this examination.62 Late medieval viewers may have examined architectural 
reliquaries to discover heavenly secrets “measuring the Temple” as in the book 
of Ezekiel, and approaching the “Tabernacle.”63 Ultimately, the training of the 
body and the senses, the acquisition of sensory knowledge or “aesthetics,” is not 
only centered on beauty, but is one of the primary motives of education in the 
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High Middle Ages.64 Whether contemplative or interpretive, calling upon meta-
phor, memory, or biblical directive, medieval viewers interacted with reliquaries 
in devotion through their senses, that is, via the aesthetic.65

The beauty of a reliquary does not, therefore, only function to honor the saint 
with lavish materials, and mediate any “ugliness” of the relic. It also takes part, 
along with the beauty of the liturgy, the shrine, hymns, poems, and prayers, in 
creating or constructing the saint and his or her spiritual meaning for (and by) 
the viewer. Beauty is thus an inalienable and required quality of reliquaries, and 
the history of reliquaries shows us that rather than being taken for granted it was 
actively sought as a possibility and an experience. As Peter Brown evocatively 
describes such artistic effort in presenting the relics of martyrs:

[in]… a … crescendo of beauty in poetry, in ceremonial, and in shimmering art 
[patrons] turned the summum malum of physical death preceded by suffering into a 
theme into which all that was most beautiful and refined [was expressed.]

As we have seen above, Abbot Wibald of Stavelot turned a heap of relics into 
a captivating and compelling image of a saint (fig. 28-2), urging his goldsmith 
(in a unique surviving letter to “G,” although the project is not specified), to do 
his best work and use the latest techniques, to accomplish his goals regardless of 
the high expense. Wibald compliments the artisan, saying he has an “elevated 
spirit” and adds “your work is inspired by truth.” In his response, G repeats that 
his work is “marked by truth” as well as faith.66 Similarly, another, earlier patron of 
reliquaries was praised by a contemporary for his “grand and celebrated ingenu-
ity” in the use of materials and the employment of superior artists, and notes that 
the resulting “admirable form” pleased both “eye and spirit.”67 As a resounding 
success to such aesthetic challenges, reliquaries are indeed a proper subject for art 
historians, not only for what they can reveal about social history, but also, finally, 
for their beauty.

In sum, reliquaries are essential medieval objects. Despite their often frag-
mentary nature, relics were multiply validated as “real” and powerful by their 
provenance, by an accompanying story, by the company they kept, but most of 
all by their enclosure in a reliquary. Above we have noted that relics are “lively” 
and give “gifts” to those who pray to them, gifts of miracles, healing, and even 
conversion. Also above, relics and reliquaries were said to give off light, reas-
suring the faithful of their power and presence. In modern understanding, the 
reliquary has moved from the passive object of the gaze to the subject of its own 
story. Perhaps this is not surprising given that reliquaries seem to have been 
almost what one could call “restless.” They were lifted, gestured with, carried 
in processions, opened and closed. They, like the relics, had a life of their own. 
To art historians they present many rich possibilities of study: opportunities to 
understand how fragments encapsulated with beautiful materials can open up 
our understanding of social relations, medieval devotion, material understand-
ing, vision, and even beauty.
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Notes

1	 Examples can be found in the Vita of St Eligius: W. Levison, MGH SRM 4:669–742. 
The vita of Eligius has been translated by Jo Ann MacNamara and published on 
the “Medieval Sourcebook” page at Fordham University (https://sourcebooks.
fordham.edu/basis/eligius.asp). For the Codex Calixtinus see: Gerson and Shaver‐
Crandall, Pilgrim’s Guide.

2	 For inventories see, Cordez, “Gestion et méditation”; Ackley, “Western Medieval 
Church Treasury Inventory”; Bougard, “Trésors et mobilia italiens”; Bischoff, 
Mittelalterliche Schatzverzeichnisse; and Lesne, Histoire de la propriété.

3	 See material in Nagel and Wood, Anachronic Renaissance; and Hahn, Reliquary 
Effect.

4	 Two general books on relics and saints have appeared: Freeman, Holy Bones; and 
Bartlett Why Can the Dead? Another argues for the political impact of relics: Bozoky, 
Politique des reliques. Hahn, Reliquary Effect, discusses a Russian incident that shows 
the persistent importance of relics to political groups and includes a chapter on relics 
and contemporary art. For the latter also see: Nagel, Medieval Modern.

5	 Morgan, The Sacred Gaze.
6	 For a discussion of the miracles see Remensnyder, “les joca de sainte Foy”; and 

Sheingorn, Book of Sainte Foy.
7	 Holmes, The Miraculous Image; and Cornelison and Montgomery, Images, Relics, 

and Devotional Practices; as well as other publications by Cornelison.
8	 Hahn, Reliquary Effect, Nagel and Wood, Anachronic Renaissance, and see 

Chapter 14 by Kinney in this volume.
9	 Discussed in a number of essays in Hourihane, ed., From Minor to Major; see also 

Chapter 27 by Buettner in this volume. Perhaps not insignificantly, new digital search 
mechanisms have replaced and erased the rigid classificatory categories of slide and 
text libraries.

10	 Geary, “Sacred Commodities”; and other essays, in the Appadurai volume, especially the 
introduction. Also Buc, “Conversion of Objects”; and Normore, “Navigating the World.”

11	 See the work of the Material Collective, http://thematerialcollective.org, accessed 
9 August 2018; and the special issue of Gesta edited by Kumler, as well as Weinryb, 
“Living Matter,” pp. 113–131. And see Chapter 4 by Kumler and Chapter 5 by Caviness 
in this volume.

12	 Hahn, “Medieval Enamels,” pp. 165–167.
13	 See special issue of RES, on the abject, edited by Pellizzi.
14	 Although still rare, metalworker’s names often survive, perhaps because of the value of 

materials but also certainly because of admiration for the products: Cherry, Medieval 
Goldsmiths. See also Chapter 2 by Fricke in this volume.

15	 Gertsman, Visualizing Medieval Performance.
16	 Because of space constraints, I must ignore the immense amounts of scholarship 

on individual reliquaries that does not address the question of reliquaries as a larger 
category, including valuable work by antiquarians and museum personnel as well as 
other inspired art historians.

17	 De Winter, Sacral Treasure, p. 130.
18	 Desirable objects might pass through the hands of all of these collectors. For example, 

17.190.813, from the Metropolitan Museum of Art has this provenance: “comte 
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Clément Wenceslas de Renesse‐Breidbach (d. 1833), Belgium (sold 1836); Louis‐
Fidel Debruge‐Duménil, Paris (sold 1849); Prince Peter Soltykoff, Paris (1849–sold 
1861); Baron Achille Sellière, Paris (1861–sold 1890); Baron Albert Oppenheim, 
Cologne(1890–1906?); J. Pierpont Morgan, London and New York (1906–1913); 
Estate of J. Pierpont Morgan(1913–1917),” see http://www.metmuseum.org/
collection/the‐collection‐online/search/464678?rpp=30&pg=1&ft=reliquary&pos
=2&imgno=0&tabname=object‐information, accessed 9 August 2018; also Hahn, 
Objects of Devotion and Desire, cat # 28, p.76 discusses such a composite object.

19	 A catalog was published at that time and a new one was issued in 1985 by Patrick de 
Winter, Sacral Treasure.

20	 “Propter cautele considerationem, ut appareat, quam cautus fuerit in servando ille…” 
Durandus, Rationale divinorum officiorum, 3.61.

21	 See Noreen, “Opening the Holy of Holies”; and Burkart, Blut der Märtyrer.
22	 See Chapter 13 by Mariaux in this volume for more.
23	 Although in this regard, one should also mention the Musée de Cluny, the collection 

of Alexandre de Sommerard a former revolutionary, who like Millin strove to preserve 
the French heritage, purchased by France at his death in 1842: Bann, Clothing of Clio, 
pp. 76–82; or the collections in the Victoria and Albert Museum in London and the 
Pitcairn Museum in Pennsylvania, both of which were generated to provide examples 
to improve the skills of craftsmen. Also see http://www.doaks.org/resources/online‐
exhibits/before‐the‐blisses/collectors, accessed 9 August 2018.

24	 “Vom Umgang mit Reliquien,” and her book Schrein des heiligen Servatius, from 
same year.

25	 Souchal, “Bustes reliquaries”; Falk, “Bildnisreliquiar”; Boehm, “Medieval Head Rel-
iquaries”; and Montgomery “Mittite capud meum.”

26	 Brown, Cult of the Saints; Angenendt, Heilige und Reliquien; Beissel, Die Verehrung 
der Heiligen.

27	 Hermann‐Mascard, Les reliques des saints; Smith, “Les reliques et leurs étiquettes,” 
pp. 221–257.

28	 Annals of Weingarten, 1217–1232, cited in Swarzenski, Berthold Missal, pp. 18–20.
29	 Belting, “Importation of Relics.”
30	 Holger Klein has many publications on early Christian and Byzantine relics and reli-

quaries but on this subject see especially the important essay: Klein, “Eastern Objects 
and Western Desires.” Also Toussaint, Kreuz und Knochen, and Bacci, “Relics of the 
Pharos Chapel.”

31	 Bynum, Christian Materiality.
32	 Res et signification.
33	 Chaganti, The Medieval Poetics of the Reliquary.
34	 Fricke, Fallen Idols.
35	 Hahn, Strange Beauty. See Cordez, “Reliquien, ein Forschungsfeld.”
36	 Overbey, Sacral Geographies, p. 6.
37	 For example the Finnish Relics project since 2007, see Immonen and Taavitsainen, 

“Finger of a Saint,” or the work of Galit Noga‐Banai in Jerusalem and Hedwig Röck-
elein in Göttingen. These are similar to a project proposed decades ago by Philippe 
George of Liege, although so far as I know, never published. A symposium featuring 
the technical aspects of reliquaries was held in Brussels in 2016.

38	 Lasko, Ars Sacra, p. 185.
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39	 Bibliography on the Alexander reliquary ranges from Squilbeck, “Le chef‐reliquaire,” 
to Wittekind, Altar – Reliquiar – Retabel.

40	 Kleiner, Gardner’s Art Through the Ages, pp. 449–450.
41	 For possible answers to some of these questions, but not “why dragons?,” see Hahn, 

“Spectacle of the Charismatic Body” and Strange Beauty, pp. 127–132; for medieval 
portraits see Dale, “The Individual, the Resurrected Body, and Romanesque Portrai-
ture,” and Perkinson, Likeness of the King.

42	 Brown, Cult of the Saints, p. 1.
43	 Much of this follows a longer treatment of the same questions in Hahn, “What Do 

Reliquaries Do for Relics?” and the introduction to Strange Beauty.
44	 Authentic is a modern word for these customary labels that are perhaps as old as the 

seventh century, Hermann‐Mascard, Reliques des saints, pp. 120–122.
45	 Martyrdom of Polycarp, 18.2.
46	 Brown, Cult of the Saints, 119.
47	 Hahn, “Voices of the Saints,” p. 20.
48	 Sheingorn, Book of Sainte Foy (book 1, miracle 17), and Fricke, Fallen Idols, who 

calls Foi an “open work” and emphasizes the power of bricolage. I would note that 
Fricke’s book is unusual in that, although it seems to center on only one reliquary, in 
fact it is a much broader treatment of the field.

49	 Walsh, Poems of St. Paulinus, p. 308.
50	 Walsh, Poems of St. Paulinus, pp. 301–302.
51	 There is little organized medieval theology on relics and reliquaries, the singular 

exception is Thiofrid of Echternach’s Flores Epytaphii Sanctorum, see Ferrari, “Thiofrid 
d’Echternach et le discours sur les reliques.”

52	 See discussion in Hahn Strange Beauty, pp. 233–234.
53	 Brown, Cult of the Saints, p. 89.
54	 Here see Hahn, Portrayed on the Heart, for a discussion of these sorts of materials 

and bibliography.
55	 For this slippage, see Hahn, “Voices of the Saints,” 1997; and Chaganti, Medieval Poetics; 

for examples see Dierkens, “Du bon (et du mauvais) usage des reliquaries,” p. 224.
56	 As in Ezekiel 1: 22, discussed Hahn, “Reliquaries: Boundaries of Vision.”
57	 Walsh, Letters of St. Paulinus, p. 158.
58	 Stewart, On Longing, pp. 54, 66. And see my Chapter 3 on vision in this volume.
59	 Miller, “‘The Little Blue Flower Is Red,’” pp. 213–236.
60	 Chaganti, Medieval Poetics, quotes at pp. 1 and 13.
61	 Eco, Aesthetics, p. 51.
62	 Solente, Le livre des fais et bonnes meurs, Vol. I, pp. 46–47.
63	 Hahn, Reliquary Effect.
64	 Goswin of Mainz, Letter to Walcher, p. 27: as cited in Jaeger, Envy of Angels, pp. 349 ff.
65	 See Chapter 31 by Palazzo in this volume.
66	 The letter is reproduced and translated into French in Stiennon and Lejeune, Rhin‐

Meuse, p. 17.
67	 Exiguam materian nostram magnum ac celebre ingenium vestrum nobilitabit, cum 

adjectione vitri, tum compositione artificis elegantis; ….destinato operi designatas 
mittimus species…admirabilem formam et quae mentem et oculos pascat frater efficiat 
frati: Lettres de Gerbert 104, p. 97, as cited by Lesne, Histoire de la propriété ecclési-
astique, p. 183.
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East Meets West:  
The Art and Architecture  
of the Crusader States

Jaroslav Folda

Introduction

Historiographically the origins of the modern study of Crusader architecture 
and art can be located in French scholarship during the nineteenth century. 
The beginnings of the modern European rediscovery of Syria‐Palestine are 
associated with the scholars who followed Napoleon’s campaigns in the Near 
East from May 1798 to August 1799. Shortly thereafter, J.F. Michaud began 
the publication of his Histoire des croisades, starting in 1812.1 Study of the 
material culture of the Crusaders was begun in terms of coinage, and the first 
attempt at a comprehensive study appeared in 1847 by Louis Félicien de Saulcy.2 
Interest in the Crusaders was indirectly intensified in France during the Crimean 
War (1853–1856), in which one of the major issues was French protection of 
Christian pilgrims to Jerusalem and the holy sites under the Capitulations of 
1620 and 1740, firmans signed by the Ottoman sultan. Four years after the end 
of the war, the count Charles‐Jean‐Melchior de Vogüé (1829–1916), published 
a pioneering study entitled Les Eglises de la terre sainte.3 This book marked the 
beginning of modern research into the art and architecture of the Crusaders in 
the Holy Land.
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The Study of the Art of the Crusaders  
in the Late Nineteenth Century

De Vogüé approached the study of Crusader churches as the work of French 
architects who produced buildings in three phases: phase 1, in Syria‐Palestine from 
1099 to 1187; phase 2, from 1187 to 1291; and phase 3, on Cyprus from the 
thirteenth to the fifteenth centuries. He argues for the importation of Roman-
esque architecture from western Europe as the basis of Crusader architecture, and 
he sees the development of Crusader art as controlled by French artistic ideals. But 
he was well aware of two aspects that influenced the architecture in its new setting: 
first, the local climate, materials, and masons, and second, the fact that the eastern 
Christians had their own distinctive architectural traditions.

De Vogüé focused on ecclesiastical architecture, and Emmanuel Guillaume 
Rey followed with the first extended discussion of Crusader castles and fortifi-
cations.4 Rey introduced the main characteristics of the castles, differentiated as 
he interprets the origins of their design into three schools: the first, that of the 
Hospitallers, the second, that of the Templars, and the third, a combination of 
types from the first two together with certain western features.

Rey published a number of important studies on the Crusader Levant, including 
a book which appeared in 1883.5 Here he presents the Crusaders in the Holy Land 
as a colonial experience in a multicultural setting. He provides a comprehensive 
historical geography commenting on all major Crusader sites. And he expands the 
picture of Crusader artistic interests based on written sources, including the Assises 
de Jérusalem, diplomatic documents, and a selection of the Arab chroniclers. He 
also has interesting comments on Crusader art.

French scholarship continued in the mainstream during the last quarter of the 
nineteenth century. Gustave Léon Schlumberger published a remarkably com-
prehensive study of Crusader coins in 1878, with a supplement in 1882, a work 
that can still be consulted with profit.6 And in 1896, Charles Diehl, an orientalist 
who studied Byzantine art, gave a celebrated lecture on Crusader art, published 
a year later as an article.7 Meanwhile English and German scholars also began 
to make contributions. Archeological reports in the Survey of Western Palestine,8 
while focused mainly on biblical and Classical Antiquity, also enlarged the rep-
ertoire of Crusader sites somewhat. And hard on the heels of Rey’s 1883 work, 
Hans Prutz published a work of cultural history which was however interested less 
in artistic material and more on the study of the military orders in the Crusader 
States, especially the Teutonic Order.9

The Study of the Art of the Crusaders  
in the Early Twentieth Century

French archeologists worked intensively in the Holy Land in the first third of the 
twentieth century. Of particular interest for Crusader monuments was the work of 
Hughes Vincent O.P. and F.‐M. Abel O.P. in Jerusalem,10 and Prosper Viaud O.F.M. 
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in Nazareth.11 Vincent and Abel devoted much attention to Crusader monuments, in 
particular the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, for which they produced the first com-
prehensive study with detailed plans and measured drawings, quite different from 
the art historical study by Karl Schmaltz in 1918.12 In Nazareth Viaud combined his 
report of the dramatic discovery of the famous Nazareth capitals with a study of the 
foundations and history of the Crusader church of the Annunciation.

Then, during the French and British Mandates in Syria‐Palestine, Camille Enlart 
(1862–1927) arrived to pursue research carried out between 1921 and 1927.13 
His work resulted in the publication of the first comprehensive study of the art 
and architecture of the Crusaders in the Holy Land.14 Although he followed in 
his predecessors’ footsteps in prioritizing architecture and architectural sculpture, 
Enlart’s credentials and approach differed from his predecessors’ in three impor-
tant ways. First, he carried out his study of Crusader art and architecture as a 
mature scholar, who already had extensive experience in Europe and the Near 
East. Second, Enlart had the full support of the Mandate authorities as a scholar 
commissioned by the Académie des inscriptions et belles lettres in Paris. Third, 
Enlart clearly states his intention to study the influence of the West on the Levant 
in the Latin Kingdom, as the last chapter in a vast inquiry he had begun 30 years 
before. Thus he was pursuing his art historical inquiry in reverse chronological 
sequence, having started with Lusignan Cyprus (1191–1474) in a study published 
in 1899,15 and then turning to the Crusader States in Syria‐Palestine in terms of 
art, culture, and history, 1098–1291, in the 1920s. Intensely Francocentric in his 
outlook, Enlart argued against the view that artistic creativity and influence basi-
cally flowed east to west, as advocated by Josef Stryzgowski in Vienna, but he also 
clearly understood some of the complexities and independent characteristics of 
the architecture and the art of the Crusaders on the mainland.

Enlart sees the Crusader States to be in effect French colonies. For him the 
architectural and the artistic developments of the Crusaders are parallel to those 
in the west. He basically views the mainland Crusader States and Lusignan Cyprus 
as part of a French cultural continuum linked to France. Therefore the same basic 
stylistic developments seen in France from Romanesque to Gothic architecture 
he finds in the Crusader East. He is the first to think in terms of Crusader work 
by individual, identifiable masters and artists, but he identifies them essentially as 
Frenchmen working in the Holy Land. Enlart imagines that most were transient; 
few came to the Near East as settlers. Despite the fact that the identifiable western 
masters or artists were few, he does not entertain the idea of resident Frankish 
settlers who were artists. Nonetheless he does recognize the existence of mason’s 
marks, some with signatures, including one Armenian example, showing his 
awareness of local Christian participants.

Enlart’s methodology and analysis greatly enlarged and deepened the terms 
of scholarly discussion. Not only did he begin the ongoing examination of the 
nature of Crusader architecture and art, and Crusader architects and artists and 
their workshops, based on concrete evidence, but he also brought Crusader art 
into the forum of discourse on larger issues such as East–West relationships, the 
nature of artistic “schools,” and ideas of artistic development and influence in 
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medieval art. Enlart essentially introduced Crusader architecture and art as a new 
chapter in the history of European medieval art. It was an argument he present-
ed with the aid of 196 plates and 598 figures, all with a focus on “architecture 
religieuse and civile.” His achievement was such that he must be considered to be 
the founding father of the study of Crusader art. What De Vogüé began, Enlart 
brought to fuller conceptual realization, but more work remained to be done.

In 1927 Enlart “passed the baton” to his younger colleague, Paul Deschamps 
(1888–1974), handing him the opportunity and the responsibility to study the 
Crusader castles in Syria‐Palestine. The first of Deschamps’s volumes came out in 
1934; the last, though dated 1973, actually appeared posthumously after his death 
in 1974.16 The achievements of Deschamps and his architects were remarkable. 
Not only did their fieldwork produce the most accurate and useful measured 
drawings of these fortifications, but also their photographic documentation was 
invaluable. Prior to Deschamps, Louis de Clercq had produced four albums of 
photographs on Antioch and the Holy Land in the nineteenth century, including 
one entire volume on Crusader castles.17

What Deschamps achieved still serves to help guide us in identifying twelfth‐
century Crusader masonry from that of the thirteenth, or from that of the Mamluks 
and others. Moreover the legacy of Deschamps’s and Enlart’s publications provides 
us with a fully structured historical paradigm of Crusader architectural and artistic 
developments with a clear priority given to architecture. Their work still today pro-
vides us with an important entrée into the world of Crusader art and architecture, 
but one that requires serious revision in light of new finds.

The Study of Art of the Crusaders Before  
and After World War II

In the 1930s new views and different perspectives on Crusader art and architecture 
had begun to emerge. Already before Deschamps published his first two vol-
umes, T.E. Lawrence had written a thesis on twelfth‐century Crusader castles 
in 1909 as an undergraduate at Jesus College, Oxford.18 Lawrence’s work was 
eventually published posthumously, in 1936, and then again in 1986, with a new 
edition in 1988.19 Lawrence basically knew nothing of the work of Deschamps, 
and although Deschamps had read Lawrence’s study, he only referred to it once 
in passing in his 1939 second volume. Lawrence’s thesis is still worth reading, but 
it is more celebrated in the English‐speaking world due to the fame of the author.

Lawrence was a bell‐weather for another prominent Englishman who had also 
fought in World War I and who was a fellow Oxonian, whose historical work 
would approach the art of the Crusaders in the Holy Land from a new point of 
view. Thomas Sherrer Ross Boase, writing in 1939 as Director of the Courtauld 
Institute and Professor of the History of Art at the University of London, pro-
posed the following idea about the art of the Crusaders: “in sculpture, painting 
and architecture, the West and the East meet and effect exchanges in Palestine: 
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there was also a similar interaction in literature.”20 Boase introduced a new con-
cept of the art of the Crusaders, recognizing its diversity and its multiple European 
sources as well as the cultural interpenetration of Crusader art with that of the 
Levant, both Byzantine and Islamic. He himself never used the term “Crusader 
Art,” but he paved the way for others to coin it.

Tom Boase (1898–1974) turned his attention to the art of the Crusaders with 
increasing intensity from 1939 until his death in 1974, the same year as Paul 
Deschamps. Notably, in 1950 he wrote the first draft of a large study that would 
only be published in 1977 – three years after his death! – as a series of chapters 
in Volume IV of A History of the Crusades.21 In the meantime Boase would also 
publish two books on the art and history of the Crusaders, the first books to intro-
duce color plates for reproducing Crusader art.22 Whereas he does not enlarge on 
the corpus of architecture published by Enlart and Deschamps in Syria‐Palestine, 
he begins to expand the corpus of art in other media and expands his focus on the 
historical context to include the entire Crusader Levant, not just the Latin King-
dom of Jerusalem, reflecting, e.g. newly flourishing Crusader historical studies 
by scholars such as Runciman, Mayer, Prawer, and Riley‐Smith.23 It was indeed, 
Runciman who, writing in 1954 about the art of the Crusaders, prophetically 
observed that “the slightness of the [artistic] evidence should not be interpreted 
to mean that little was done. If architecture flourished, it is likely that the other 
arts flourished also ….”24 In fact, an enormous expansion of the artistic evidence 
was about to be published between 1957 and 1990.

The Study of the Art and Architecture of the Crusaders 
from 1957 to 2000

Three areas newly important for the study of Crusader art emerged between the 
later 1950s and the years around 2000: Crusader figural arts, Crusader archeol-
ogy, and material culture, and our understanding of the nature and development 
of Crusader art became the subject of widespread commentary and debate.

The Study of Crusader Figural Arts Including Painting  
and the Decorative Arts

Hugo Buchthal (1909–1996) and Kurt Weitzmann (1904–1993), two prominent 
German art historians trained as Byzantinists, introduced what we know today as 
Crusader manuscript illumination and Crusader panel painting, respectively, into the 
discourse on Crusader art and architecture. Buchthal introduced a corpus of 21 illu-
minated manuscripts which he identified as having been done in the Crusader east.

Miniature painting in the Crusading Kingdom … was not a colonial art. It had 
a distinctive style of its own, which was not derived from any single source, but 
emerged as the result of copying illuminations from a variety of Byzantine and 
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western manuscripts, and of developing certain features of these models in a highly 
original and individual manner. … The masters of Jerusalem or Acre were either 
foreigners themselves, Frenchmen or Italians who had been specially recruited for 
work in Outremer, or Frankish natives who had perhaps served part of their appren-
ticeship at Constantinople, or in some well‐known scriptorium in the Latin West. 
Not only did they work in their own native tradition but, more often than not, they 
were also given models to copy which had been imported from a different region 
of the Latin West, or from Byzantium. They were thus bound to produce works in 
which several different styles are superimposed on one another … Thus miniature 
painting in the Crusading Kingdom developed into a very composite art, subject to 
influences which were the result of local conditions, and which differed with each 
succeeding generation …The surprising thing is … that, in spite of the obvious 
lack of continuity, something like a local style and a local tradition of unmistakable 
identity should have emerged at all.25

This “local style” and “local tradition of unmistakable identity” in manuscript 
illustration done in the Latin East that Buchthal recognized is what we identify as 
characteristics of the art of the Crusaders.

Kurt Weitzmann also discussed icon painting that he connected to Crusader 
painters, in two pioneering articles.26 In these publications he presented 43 images 
from a total of 26 icons newly attributed to Crusader painters, icons in the 
extensive collection of the Monastery of St. Catherine on Mount Sinai. In the 
earlier – 1963 – article, Weitzmann compared a crucifixion image in the Perugia 
Missal published by Buchthal to various “Western‐influenced” crucifixion icons 
at Sinai he was discussing. He concluded with an important formulation of the 
artistic phenomenon that also built on Buchthal’s earlier comments.

Attempts to distinguish the nationalities of the icon painters may not always be 
successful, simply because Italian and French artists working side by side and appar-
ently having models from both countries available, gradually developed a style and 
iconography which, when fused with Byzantine elements resulted in what one might 
simply call Crusader Art.27

The Crusader miniature painting studied by Buchthal and the Crusader icon 
painting studied by Weitzmann substantially broadened and tremendously deep-
ened our knowledge of the art of the Crusaders in the Holy Land, and brought 
painting to the fore, a medium heretofore little associated with Crusader artistic 
activity. It is not too strong to say that this important new material revolution-
ized the study of Crusader art. The presentation of manuscript illumination iden-
tified primarily from scriptoria in Jerusalem in the twelfth century and in Acre in 
the thirteenth century, and the icons mainly attributed to artists working in Acre 
and the Monastery of St. Catherine on Mount Sinai in the thirteenth century 
in these introductory studies provided a solid foundation and marked a turning 
point for the future after the mid‐1960s.28 And naturally, many new questions 
appeared: what other works of Crusader painting – manuscript illustration, icons, 
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monumental painting – could be recognized and integrated into the new under-
standing of Crusader art? Where else could Crusader art be found, both inside 
and beyond the borders of the Latin Kingdom of Jerusalem, in the Crusader 
Levant? What other artists and patrons could be found in the Crusader world? 
These and other related issues challenged scholars after 1957–1966.

Stimulated by these foundational studies, the scholarly response was impressive 
in the figural arts as indicated by the following selected examples. Weitzmann 
continued his work publishing additional Crusader icons from the group he had 
identified at St. Catherine’s Monastery.29 Cormack published an important icon 
of St. George that possibly originated in Lydda (1984).30 Possible Crusader icons 
from other locations such as Cyprus were published by Mouriki and others.31 
Hélou published the important thirteenth‐century bilateral icon from Kaftoun in 
the County of Tripoli.32 Newly recognized Crusader manuscripts have also come 
to light. Folda published (1976) seven manuscripts illustrated by an artist trained 
in Paris who came to Acre to work in a good late thirteenth‐century Gothic style, 
a painter we now call the “Paris‐Acre Master.”33 He also proposed to attribute 
an illustrated William of Tyre History of Outremer codex to Antioch in the 1260s 
(1967).34 Gustav Kühnel published a systematic study of the twelfth‐century 
column paintings commissioned by pilgrims from east and west and ecclesiasti-
cal figures, in the Church of the Nativity in Bethlehem, with outstanding color 
plates (1988).35 The magnificent twelfth‐century mosaics, recently cleaned and 
conserved by Piacenti, S.p.A (2013–2016) under the auspices of the Palestinian 
Presidential Committee, have now been published by Michele Bacci, The Mystic 
Cave: A History of the Nativity Church in Bethlehem (2017). Crusader frescoes 
in the chapels of the formidable castles of Crac des Chevaliers and Marqab were 
published in 1982.36 Among other media with figural art, Heribert Meurer and 
Bianca Kühnel also renewed attention to the minor arts in the hands of the Cru-
saders (1976, 1994) with studies of Crusader reliquaries and the famous ivory 
book covers of the Melisende Psalter, respectively.37 And in figural sculpture, 
Folda published a study of the famous Nazareth Capitals in 1986 incorporating 
finds from archeological excavations there in the 1960s.38 Indeed new attention 
to archeological study pertaining to the Crusaders formed another major chapter 
in Crusader studies after the mid‐1960s.

The Study of Crusader Archeology and Material Culture Including  
Architectural History

As indicated above, significant archeological work which included attention to 
Crusader material had been done especially by French archeologists and architec-
tural historians before 1960. And the English archeologist C.N. Johns had done 
extensive work at ‘Atlit, including the fortified town and the Templar castle of 
Chateau Pelerin in the 1930s.39 Johns’s English successor in Palestine has been 
R. Denys Pringle who has pioneered archeological study of fortified towers and 
secular buildings in the context of settlements during the Crusader period.40 
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Meanwhile Pringle began his impressive work as archeologist and architectural 
historian on his corpus of Crusader churches in the Latin Kingdom of Jerusa-
lem, publishing the first volume of four in 1993.41 Furthermore, invigorated by 
the archeological interest, enthusiasm, and accomplishments of Israeli scholars 
in ancient, mainly biblical and classical sites, following the establishment of the 
state of Israel in 1948, major new archeological work dealing with Crusader 
sites has also added important new dimensions to the study of Crusader art and 
architecture in what had been the most important parts of the Latin Kingdom 
of Jerusalem. The survey work of Meron Benvenisti,42 stimulated by the histori-
cal studies of Joshua Prawer,43 has been followed by the contributions of Ronnie 
Ellenblum,44 Adrian Boas,45 and Brigitte Porée.46 For selected specific important 
sites we find important and very substantial contributions. See, for example, the 
publications of Virgilio Corbo and Martin Biddle dealing with the Church of 
the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem.47 And Father Bagatti has published important 
material from the Nazareth excavations of 1955–1962 on the site of the Cru-
sader church of the Annunciation.48 An Israeli team led by Eliezer and Edna Stern 
joined by many others, such as Benjamin Kedar,49 Adrian Boas,50 David Jacoby,51 
R. Gertwagen,52 and Robert Kool,53 have worked in the old city of Acre (‘Acco). 
And Israeli along with other archeological scholars have also investigated many 
other important Crusader sites, such as Apollonia‐Arsuf, Ascalon, Ceasarea,54 and 
Jerusalem55 to list only a few. As a result pottery and other small media such as 
coins and seals have become a focus of attention for scholars, e.g. publications 
by Edna Stern,56 Denys Pringle,57 Adrian Boas,58 and important new books on 
coins.59 Overall, it is clear that study of archeology and material culture of the 
Crusader period in the Latin Kingdom of Jerusalem has continued to be impor-
tant and was increasingly fruitful for the study of the art and architecture of the 
Crusaders between c.1970 and 2000.

The Debate Concerning the Nature and Development  
of the Art of the Crusaders in the Holy Land

The third area of great importance for the study of Crusader art is the discussion 
that has been going on since the 1950s, dealing with the concept of “Crusader 
art,” the artists who produced it, and the patrons who sponsored it. Once again, 
as with the discovery of Crusader painting referred to above, it was two Byzan-
tinists who began the debate. Writing in 1954, Steven Runciman observed that, 
“in the pictorial arts, the surviving examples show so strong a Byzantine influence 
that it seems doubtful whether any Frankish artist worked in the East.”60 Then 
after discussing the few main examples, he wrote the passage cited above, “the 
slightness of the evidence should not be interpreted to mean that little was done. 
If architecture flourished, it is likely that the other arts flourished also …,” thereby 
leaving open the possibility for future discoveries.61 In fact, his perceptive com-
ment would be validated by the publications of Buchthal and Weitzmann soon 
to appear between 1957 and 1966. The other Byzantinist was Otto Demus, who 
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challenged the idea of Crusader art when he reviewed Boase’s chapters in Volume 
IV of A History of the Crusade, published in 1976. Demus wrote:

[I]t is … questionable whether this label [Crusader Art] should be used at all for 
the sum total of the art that originated in the Crusader territories … Some branches 
may be legitimately designated in this way, especially miniature and icon painting … 
but others do not seem to qualify for such a definition. There is, for instance, hardly 
a thing such as “Crusader Sculpture”, the few surviving works being stylistically so 
heterogeneous that they cannot be brought under a common heading.62

Other skepticism and challenges were voiced in certain reviews of Buchthal’s 
1957 book with regard to the attributions of certain manuscripts to scriptoria in 
the Crusader East. And Hans Belting mounted a serious challenge from a different 
point of view. Belting introduced the idea of a “lingua franca” in art, that is, the 
existence of works of art in which painters working in the Mediterranean region 
integrated well understood Byzantine principles with certain western European 
characteristics so seamlessly that we cannot discern the artist’s place of origin.63 It 
is in effect an artistic “lingua franca” on the linguistic model. Belting enlarged on 
his idea for the introduction to his volume of atti for the 24th CIHA in Bologna in 
1979. The art of the “lingua franca” as he saw it was quite specific and distinct from 
the old notion of the Italian “maniera greca,” which lacked specificity. He called 
this art of the “lingua franca,” “l’art du commonwealth méditerranéen de Venise,” 
whereas “il faudrait réserver l’expression ‘Art‐Croisé’ pour le 12e siècle.”64

As the debate continued, Kurt Weitzmann, among others, was not willing to give 
up the idea of the “maniera greca” when dealing with the issue of Italian painting in 
the Byzantine manner, nor the idea of “Crusader Art” as distinct from the “maniera 
greca” or, for that matter, the “lingua franca” in the thirteenth century.65 Meanwhile 
this debate also raised again the issue of who the Crusader artists may have been. In 
1979, Marie‐Luise Bulst, in her study of the mosaic decoration of the church of the 
Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem, stated that Crusader art is more correctly characterized 
as “the art of the Frankish colonists in the Kingdom of Jerusalem.”66 In particular, 
she points out that it was not the actual crucesignati, who came as soldiers and/or 
pilgrims, who built, painted, or sculpted the works we call Crusader art. It was mainly 
the resident Franks, and the Italians from Genoa, Pisa, and Venice, that is, the settlers. 
They were Western Europeans, who came and stayed, some to intermarry, and their 
children, who generated the art either as patrons or even as artists. She also asserts 
that the Kingdom of Jerusalem remained a western colony, and this colonial outlook 
characterized Crusader art in the twelfth century. This proposal complemented the 
ideas of Weitzmann and Buchthal, and marks an important development by chal-
lenging the assumption that Crusader artists were all originally from western Europe. 
The implications of Bulst’s idea are that Crusader artists could be the offspring of 
second‐ or even third‐generation settlers, born in the Latin East and trained there.

Along with this expanded idea of who the Crusader artists could be, the debate 
also began to consider what their background and training could have been. 
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Buchthal and Weitzmann envisioned Crusader painters as westerners who came to 
the Latin East. There they learned to combine Byzantine style and technique with 
their own native traditions. But Folda argued that one concrete example – a painter 
first identified as the “Hospitaller Master” and later renamed the “Paris‐Acre Mas-
ter” – demonstrated that it was possible for a French gothic painter from Paris to 
work in the Holy Land with minimal impact of Byzantine style and technique on 
his work.67 Then Valentino Pace, writing in 1986, argued that “the very nature of 
‘Crusader painting’ eludes all efforts to verify the nationality of its artists; we could 
go so far as to say that if the origin of the artist can really be detected, his work 
must no longer be labeled as ‘Crusader.’”68 In effect, Pace maintains the identifi-
ability of Crusader art in the thirteenth century, but he appears to be thinking of 
the Crusader artist as one manifestation of the artistic “lingua franca” idea.

In the meantime, since 1980, a number of other scholars have contributed to 
this discussion. Doula Mouriki among others challenged the Crusader attribution 
of certain icons which Weitzmann included in the 120‐some “western‐influenced” 
group he identified now at St. Catherine’s Monastery on Mount Sinai. Identifying 
his criteria for an icon to be called “Crusader” as (i) executed by a (Crusader) Western 
artist, (ii) produced in Crusader territory, and (iii) commissioned by a Crusader 
donor, Mouriki wrote in 1986, shortly before her untimely death, that “we may 
wonder if Crusader painting, according to the traditional definition, is a less sub-
stantial reality than has been assumed.”69 Writing somewhat later, Robin Cormack 
agreed with this point of view saying that “as a consequence of her [Mouriki’s] 
systematic studies on the icons of Cyprus and Sinai, she reached the conclusion that 
the category of Crusader icons which Weitzmann had proposed should be almost 
entirely deconstructed.”70 Barbara Zeitler shared this view as well.71

Other views were expressed by Lucy‐Anne Hunt, from her point of view based 
on the art of the Eastern Christians in the Near East. She wrote, “the art historical 
concept of ‘Crusader’ art is grounded … in a preoccupation with colonization from 
a western point of view. It is envisaged as a composite, the output of western artists 
of different nationalities confronting Byzantine art.”72 And Annemarie Weyl Carr, 
looking at the situation from the vantage point of medieval Cyprus, added her voice 
to those problematizing the idea of the artistic “lingua franca.” In 1995 she wrote, 
“on many levels – of style, iconography, ornament, Morellian detail – thirteenth‐
century Cyprus belongs with Syria and South Italy to an artistic commonwealth.”73

As this debate continued and expanded, other developments in the study of the 
art of the Crusaders emerged which would move the terms of the debate to a more 
positive affirmation of the phenomenon and a deeper and wider understanding of 
the works of art at issue.

A Second Turning Point in the Study of Crusader Art  
in the Years Around 2000

In 1972 Joshua Prawer had written: “There is no study which deals with the arts 
of the Latin Kingdom as a whole.”74 An important first step in this direction was 



	AR  T  A N D  AR  C H IT E C T U R E  O F  T H E  C RU SAD  E R  STAT E S	  715

of course achieved with the publication in 1977 of Volume IV of A History of 
the Crusades, with chapters by T.S.R. Boase, A.H.S. Megaw, David J. Wallace, 
and Jaroslav Folda. And it was notable that Volume IV encompassed not only 
art and architecture in the Latin Kingdom, but also all of Palestine and Syria, as 
well as on Cyprus, in Frankish Greece, and on Rhodes in the Crusader period. 
And indeed we can say that in the years around 2000 – that is, between c.1995 
and 2005 – major new studies were produced that synthesized what was known 
about the art of the Crusaders, and Crusader architecture, and the context of 
Crusader art and architecture. Among the most important publications there 
is the magnificent work of Denys Pringle, who prepared a corpus of Crusader 
churches in the Kingdom of Jerusalem, in four volumes published between 1993 
and 2009.75 Reflecting research conducted from 1979 to 2009, Pringle system-
atically surveyed, recorded, described, and analyzed the archeological, historical, 
and architectural evidence for 489 churches –  in contrast to the c.50 found in 
Enlart’s work – truly a groundbreaking achievement of the first rank. During the 
same period, Jaroslav Folda published his two‐volume study of the art of the Cru-
saders in the Holy Land between 1098 and 1291; the first volume in 1995 and 
the second in 2005.76 These books attempted to address the fact that for many 
people, Crusader art had not clearly existed because there had been no compre-
hensive recent study that attempted to present it as a coherent chapter in the 
history of medieval art, with adequate photographic documentation. The overall 
study that resulted discussed what we know about the art of the Crusaders in the 
Holy Land – architecture, painting, sculpture, and the “minor arts” of metalwork, 
numismatics, and sigillography – using art historical method to its fullest poten-
tial for synthetic interpretative investigation, and paying attention to the patrons, 
the artists, and the functions of the various works of art. These volumes also 
included extensive documentation on the Crusader manuscripts illuminated in 
the Holy Land77 and the icons78 provisionally identified as having been painted by 
Crusader and/or Byzantine or Local Eastern Christian artists for Crusader and/
or Byzantine or local Eastern Christian patrons.

These studies did not appear in a vacuum of course, and the concerted efforts 
to document and study works of Crusader art were greatly stimulated and facili-
tated by a series of major international exhibitions at important museums in the 
United States, in France, in Germany, Italy, Switzerland, Greece, and Israel. Per-
haps the two most important exhibitions took place in the US at the Metropolitan 
Museum of Art in New York. Both exhibitions were focused on Byzantine art, 
but the art of the Crusaders and its relationship with Byzantine art were central 
issues in each one. In the 1997 exhibition, The Glory of Byzantium (843–1261), 
Crusader Art was presented as a discrete section with impressive examples of ivory 
carving, goldsmiths work, silk embroidery, fresco painting, manuscript illumina-
tion, icons, panel painting, coins, silversmiths work, and glazed pottery, reflecting 
the presence of Crusader production in Syria‐Palestine, Cyprus, and the Latin 
Empire of Constantinople.79 In the 2004 show, Byzantium: Faith and Power 
(1261–1557), 17 Crusader icons dating from the late twelfth to the end of the 
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thirteenth century were included in the section on icons from the Monastery of 
St. Catherine on Mount Sinai, reaffirming and expanding the criteria for Crusader 
icon painting first put forward by Weitzmann.80 Two other exhibitions of these 
same icons subsequently took place in Athens and in Switzerland,81 before the 
icons were returned to Sinai, thereby expanding the exposure of these Byzantine 
and Crusader icons to public viewers in European settings.

Other exhibitions approached the phenomenon of the Crusades and Crusader 
art in an East–West framework, with emphasis on the historical context with dif-
ferent works of Crusader art selected largely outside of a Byzantine visual context, 
with no icons included. In 1997 an exhibition staged at both Milan and Toulouse 
was entitled: “Les Croisades: L’Orient et L’Occident d’Urbain II à Saint Louis, 
1096–1270”; it presented Crusader manuscripts, sculpture, and minor arts as 
related to contemporary Western European history, medieval art, and imagery.82 
Later, a major exhibition in 2005–2006 took place in three German museums in 
sequence: in Halle, in Oldenburg, and in Mannheim. It took a similar approach, 
but as its title indicates, “Saladin und die Kreuzfahrer,” there was a much greater 
emphasis on the relationship between the Crusaders and Islam, historically and 
art historically.83

Rare indeed are the exhibitions which focus primarily on Crusader art in con-
trast to those seeing Crusader art mainly in a Byzantine setting. In 1999, the Israel 
Museum in Jerusalem organized an important exhibition entitled, Knights of the 
Holy Land: The Crusader Kingdom of Jerusalem.84 And in 2000 the Franciscans 
organized an exhibition in Milan entitled, “In Terrasanta: Dalla Crociata alla 
Custodia dei Luoghi Santa.” Important Crusader sculpture, metal work, and some 
painting from the Holy Places in the twelfth and thirteenth century was featured in 
this exhibition, which also included later artistic work that was commissioned and/
or came under the aegis of the Franciscan Custody of the Holy Places as established 
by the pope and recognized by the Mamlukes starting in the fourteenth century. All 
of these exhibitions and the various basic studies created in the years around 2000 
have provided a newly contributed foundation for continuing work of established 
scholars and, very importantly, a new generation of scholars working in the early 
twenty‐first century, all of whom are carrying the research forward.

From 2005 to the Present

Anthony Cutler and Angeliki Laiou observed, writing in 2001 that “Art history 
has come a long way in the 30 years since Otto Demus’s Byzantine Art and the West 
was published” (in 1970), in their program statement for the Dumbarton Oaks 
Symposium of 2002, “Realities in the Arts of the Medieval Mediterranean, 800–
1500.”85 They were referring to Byzantine art primarily of course, and the fact is 
that a lot had happened with the study of Byzantine art, but Demus’s celebrated 
book had little to say about Crusader art. So from the point of view of Crusader 
art we might revise this to say here for our purposes that “Crusader art history 
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has come a long way in the 40 years since the Dumbarton Oaks symposium of 
1965.” Once again in the 2002 symposium, the presentation of Crusader art had 
been made in the context of the enveloping tradition of Byzantine art, and this 
has continued after 2005 in later exhibitions such as “Byzantium: 330–1453,” 
organized in London in 2008–2009 by Robin Cormack and Maria Vassilaki.86 
It was also true in an important exhibition held at the Getty Museum in 2006, 
which featured approximately 45 icons from Sinai. Among these icons were sev-
eral widely recognized as Crusader,87 and there was also one, the well‐known 
early thirteenth‐century mosaic icon of the Virgin and Child Hodegetria, formerly 
attributed to a Byzantine mosaicist, which was newly attributed to a Crusader 
artist in Constantinople.88 The reattribution of this icon by Bissera Pentcheva 
represents an important example of the way Crusader art has begun to be deeply 
reconsidered and newly identified and characterized in the complex artistic devel-
opments of the medieval Mediterranean context, East and West. This is being 
manifested in several ways.

Among new approaches we can cite expanded considerations of Crusader art and 
architecture, directly or indirectly, in cultural studies of the Crusades. A notable 
volume appeared in 2004 entitled, France and the Holy Land: Frankish Culture at 
the End of the Crusades.89 Numerous recent examples have appeared90 and in 2015 
two important volumes have been published: The Crusader World,91 and Cru-
sades and Visual Culture.92 Other examples have found the art and architecture of 
the Crusaders presented in the multicultural matrix of the holy city of Jerusalem 
as seen in the important exhibition, Jerusalem: 1000–1400: Every People Under 
Heaven, mounted at the Metropolitan Museum of New York (September 2016–
January 2017). The international conference Tomb and Temple: Re‐Imagining the 
Sacred Buildings of Jerusalem, held in London, has produced a volume of studies 
(2018) which explores the historical reality of the Church of the Holy Sepulchre 
and the Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem, and their impact on Orthodox churches 
in the East, and round churches in the West.

Other archeological and cultural studies work has continued of course and 
this includes important books, such as Domestic Settings: Sources on Domestic 
Architecture and Day‐to‐Day Activities in the Crusader States,93 as well as projects, 
also by A. Boas, who is leading a major new campaign to study the archeological 
remains at the castle of Montfort. Meanwhile articles continue to appear on the 
basis of excavations and studies in important Crusader sites such as Acre.94 But 
perhaps the most innovative approach has been initiated by Scott Redford and 
Nasser Khalili, who have launched an international research program looking at 
medieval art and archeology in the Eastern Mediterranean at SOAS University of 
London entitled, “Art of the Crusades: A Re‐Evaluation.” This research seminar, 
funded by the Getty Foundation “Connecting Art Histories” program, lasted for 
two years, in 2015 and 2016, and took place in Greece, Israel, Jordan and Turkey. 
The participants, who came from seven different countries, studied the art and 
archeology of the Medieval Eastern Mediterranean with regard to the various 
ethnic, religious, social, and cultural aspects pertaining to the Crusader Levant.95
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Meanwhile the vigorous debate concerning the nature and development of 
Crusader art and architecture continues. Along with the doubts and caution 
expressed by Doula Mouriki (1986) and Robin Cormack (2002) mentioned 
above, David Winfield summarized his view in 2006 as follows: “A lifelong study 
of Byzantine painting leads the present writer to the conclusion that what has 
been claimed over the past half century as the work of Frankish painters can much 
more plausibly be attributed to provincial Byzantine painters.”96 In writing this 
Winfield was, of course, following in the footsteps of Steven Runciman. At this 
point in time however, in 2015, it must be said that in the period since 1954, 
the fact is that it has been conclusively demonstrated that Frankish painters did 
work in the Crusader East for the Crusaders.97 And while the activity of provincial 
Byzantine painters seems clearly to be a limited part of the picture in understand-
ing the art of the Crusaders, there were also first‐rank Byzantine painters in and 
from Constantinople who were active for the Crusaders. And, of course, another 
important issue has emerged which pertains to the role of Eastern Christian, i.e. 
local Christian artists, e.g. Syrian, Maronite, etc. who along with Frankish painters 
were working for Frankish patrons and very likely Orthodox patrons as well.98 
Rebecca Corrie has also formulated the following observation reflecting these 
complexities: “we may … have instances, such as Acre, where we can identify 
Mediterranean Christian art of the mid‐thirteenth century as a consciously hybrid 
art facilitated by the movement of artists and work … It is the product of a culture 
where, based on their own experiences and those of their clients, painters formu-
lated local versions of intersecting international styles that made claims to eastern 
kingdoms and theological alliances and articulated participation in the Crusader 
endeavour.”99

Pondering all the complexities of these possibilities along with the notions of 
the “maniera greca,” the “lingua franca,” and the “Byzantinizing tradition” as 
concepts for understanding the relationships of East and West in the thirteenth 
century Mediterranean world, it is Robin Cormack who observed already in 
2002, “the present stage of research has reached an impasse. It can be suggested 
that this is because the argument has so far been pursued in art historical terms 
with a strong emphasis on style and iconography. An alternative approach must 
be to ask whether technical considerations might be able to offer the possibility 
of progress over the nature of production of some of these paintings … This 
will allow the more precise and refined assessment of the category, ‘the art of the 
Crusaders’.”100

One response to Cormack’s call for new technical and scientific approaches 
to the study of Crusader art is contained in the recent book, Byzantine Art and 
Italian Panel Painting where art historical analysis is joined by technical exami-
nation of chrysography by a research conservator.101 The results include further 
documentation of Crusader painting in comparison to Byzantine icons and Italian 
panel painting, and the identification of at least five different techniques for apply-
ing chrysography. This is a step forward, but in the years ahead many more issues 
pertaining to such technical considerations remain to be studied.
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Looking to the future, there is indeed much work that needs to be done as the 
study of Crusader art and architecture continues to unfold and new approaches 
develop. Full studies of the art of the Crusaders on Cyprus, and in the Latin 
Empire (Frankish Greece) are needed. There is more archeological work to 
be done in the lands where the Crusaders established footholds; Crusader 
architecture in Syria‐Palestine outside of the Latin Kingdom of Jerusalem, as 
well as on Cyprus and in Frankish Greece awaits further study. Many Crusader 
icons need more detailed study; besides the 134 icons identified in 2005 in 
Folda’s book, additional Crusader icons have now been identified and published 
and those from Cyprus and Frankish Greece require further attention. And 
finally, Crusader art and architecture, a phenomenon that began c.1100, had 
suddenly ended in 1291, and with its end, a great deal of the amazing strength 
and sophisticated elegance of the Byzantine tradition that it had carried west-
ward as part of the “Byzantinizing tradition” ended with it, in central Italy and 
in many other places all over Europe. Further study is needed on how we under-
stand this relationship between Crusader art in the Byzantine east and its impact 
on the medieval west.102
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Gothic in the Latin East
Michalis Olympios

Of the specialist terms making up this chapter’s title, “Gothic” would arguably 
hold pride of place as the one having elicited the fiercest discussions concerning 
its origins, precise content, and general appropriateness with respect to repre-
senting the art of the European Central and Late Middle Ages.1 “Latin East,” 
while certainly less controversial and a convenient shorthand, constitutes no less 
fraught a term. Conceived as a pendant to the blanket term “Latin West,” it has 
been applied to the new polities founded in the eastern Mediterranean from the 
end of the eleventh to the beginning of the fourteenth century as a more or less 
direct outcome of the Crusades. In this manner, parts of modern‐day Lebanon, 
Syria, Israel, Jordan, Greece, and Turkey, as well as the island of Cyprus, all 
appear indexed together under a designation unapologetically evocative of the 
great expansion of medieval Latin Christendom eastwards, into lands formerly in 
Muslim, Byzantine, or other hands.2

Nevertheless, such an overarching historical concept, already crystallized at 
the time of the foundation of the Société de l’Orient latin in the latter half of the 
nineteenth century, inevitably masks the significant geographical, political, demo-
graphic, religious, and cultural divergences between these places.3 It also privileges a 
single dominant constituent, “Latin” (a term referring to Roman Catholics, at least 
initially of European extraction), over all the other elements which are known to 
have contributed toward the complex multicultural and multicreedal Mediterranean 
societies. A multitude of Christian denominations, from the Greeks (the modern‐
day Orthodox), the Armenians, and the Syrians (Jacobites, Nestorians, Melkites, 
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or Maronites) to the Copts, Ethiopians, Georgians, and others, as well as Jews 
and Muslims – variously represented in individual polities – shared the region with 
the Latins, interacting with them on a daily basis, peacefully or aggressively, and on 
several different levels.

The length and intensity of fruitful interaction, leading to cultural interchange, 
was naturally predicated on the existence of propitious circumstances on the 
ground. Thus, short‐lived entities such as the kingdom of Thessaloniki (1204–
1224) or the Latin empire of Constantinople (1204–1261) were characterized 
by vastly different socio‐political conditions, and allowed for different degrees 
of intellectual and artistic growth, than Lusignan and Venetian Cyprus (1192–
1571) or Venetian Crete (1211–1669), where Latin rule lasted between three‐ 
and four‐and‐a‐half centuries. Furthermore, the relative stability of Lusignan and 
Venetian administration definitely proved more fertile than the extreme volatility 
of the Latin kingdom of Jerusalem (1099–1291), under perennial military threat 
in the second century of its existence, or the almost constantly shifting borders 
of the principality of Achaia (1205–1430). What is more, according to more 
recent research in the field of social history, by the late medieval and early modern 
periods, such contact led to the demarcation lines between Latins, Greeks, and 
Eastern Christians becoming increasingly blurred, particularly at the higher social 
strata. Cyprus, Crete, and (to a lesser extent) other places witnessed significant 
upward social mobility on the part of wealthy Greeks, Syrians, etc. coupled with 
intermarriage into the established noble houses, which resulted in the emergence 
of an aristocratic elite of mixed ethnic background. Consequently, being “Latin” 
in the East meant different things in the twelfth or thirteenth centuries than in the 
fourteenth and fifteenth; rather than being immutable, “Latin” identity shifted 
and adjusted to the evolving social realities.4

Not being indigenous to any region but northern France, the Gothic traveled 
east with the Latins and, like them, did not move into a vacuum. Deep‐rooted 
local artistic traditions continued to flourish alongside it and, while it, too, grew 
quickly acclimatized to local materials, techniques, and patronal preferences, it 
never quite monopolized the artistic scene across all media (for instance, via the 
rampant proliferation of microarchitectural image‐framing devices replicating 
designs for large‐scale buildings), as was the case in northern Europe from about 
the mid‐thirteenth century onwards.5 The simultaneous coexistence of multiple 
stylistic modes – mainly what we would call “Gothic” and “Byzantine,” in their 
diverse variants, both local and imported – in the same space created an intriguing 
dynamic, which archeologists, art, and architectural historians have long been try-
ing to comprehend in the context of the social forces that produced it. It would 
perhaps not be too reductive to suggest that, since the nineteenth century, the his-
toriography on Gothic in the eastern Mediterranean has focused almost entirely 
on issues of style and patronage, whether concerned with the agents and processes 
of its transfer from West to East, its adaptation to local conditions, tastes, and 
expertise, or its impact on the preexisting local artistic landscape. Yet this per-
ilously broad sketch demands to be further nuanced, especially in the light of 
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current scholarly preoccupations. For one, the acknowledgment of the variegated 
social fabric of the Latin East and the intricate interconnections and interpene-
trations of its constituent elements, hinted at above, has opened up questions of 
individual and collective identities and of how these were catered to and fashioned 
through art. Whereas the “Gothic” was at first intimately associated with “Latin” 
patronage and authority, in time it came to serve the aesthetic needs and self‐
representational interests of a much larger segment of – primarily urban – society, 
not solely the Latins (however they may be defined, or have defined themselves, 
in the later centuries) but also the Greeks, Armenians, Syrians, and others.

This chapter will chronicle changing scholarly attitudes to the study of 
the Gothic in the eastern Mediterranean during the last 170 years or so. The 
discussion will concentrate on ecclesiastical architecture and art in the states of 
Frankish Greece and the kingdom of Cyprus during the thirteenth and early four-
teenth centuries (with occasional forays into the later periods), to the exclusion 
of the Crusader states in Latin Syria, which are dealt with extensively by Jaroslav 
Folda elsewhere in this volume, and the island of Rhodes, which only came under 
Latin rule in 1309. Moreover, coverage of even this relatively restrained area will 
of necessity be uneven, depending on the survival rate of medieval monuments 
and works of art, the state of research, the availability of published archeological 
reports, and so on. The chapter will conclude with a brief consideration of the 
problems currently faced by the field and a few suggestions regarding potentially 
rewarding avenues for future research.

The Early Summae: Colonialism, Nationalism,  
and the Franco‐Italian Missions

The section of the Warburg Institute Library (School of Advanced Studies, 
London) dedicated to art in the Near East and Cyprus at the time of the Cru-
sades is bracketed by regional studies of French Gothic architecture. Surprising 
as this may seem for one of the world’s leading centers in cultural and art history, 
the Warburg’s unique classification scheme, which pits books in “dialog” with 
their immediate neighbors within broad thematic clusters, was devised in the early 
twentieth century and thus could be considered representative of older academic 
mindsets.6 Indeed, as we shall presently see, colonialism, as well as French and 
Italian nationalism, constituted a robust driving force behind the systematic study 
of medieval and early modern art in the eastern Mediterranean during the late 
nineteenth and the former half of the twentieth century. Awareness of the field’s 
origins in the past national agendas of major western European powers, especially 
as regards architectural history, is essential, given that the echoes of some of those 
ideas are still with us. One need look no further than Eric Fernie’s recent Pelican 
History of Art volume on Romanesque architecture, where the monumental 
heritage of the Crusader states is qualified and discussed as a direct offshoot of 
Burgundian architecture.7
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Camille Enlart (1862–1927) cut an important figure in the study of medieval 
architecture, both within and outside of France. Educated as a painter and draftsman 
at the École des Beaux‐Arts and as a historian at the École des Chartes under 
Robert de Lasteyrie, he traveled and published widely on the medieval monuments 
of France, Germany, Great Britain, Scandinavia, Italy, Spain, and Portugal, as well as 
Cyprus and the Levantine Crusader states. One of his foremost scholarly preoccupa-
tions was to demonstrate the significance of French input in the creation of medieval 
“national” architectural traditions, both West and East. Enlart’s agenda could not 
have been more explicit than in a short article on the Gothic monuments of Greece, 
published in 1897. There, he could hardly rein in his disdain for the “weak,” “poor,” 
“barbarous,” and “monstrous” buildings erected in Greek territory during Latin 
rule, in spite of the use of perfectly good French models; he judged that this “colo-
nial” architecture, lacking in inherent aesthetic value, would be of purely historical 
interest, serving to document the impact of French architecture in the region.8

Be that as it may, Enlart’s first sustained – and much more positive – brush 
with Gothic in the Latin East came in 1896, when the Ministère de l’Instruction 
publique entrusted him with a mission to study the medieval buildings of Cyprus, 
which had become British‐administered territory in 1878. Although his first 
sojourn on the island lasted a mere four months, the scope, breadth, and insight 
of his main contribution to the subject, L’Art gothique et la Renaissance en Chypre 
(1899), have yet to be superseded.9 Enlart identified previously anonymous struc-
tures in town and countryside with edifices known from the extant textual record; 
he studied closely for the first time the buildings and their sculptural and painted 
ornament, producing plans, sketches, watercolors, and photographs; and he puz-
zled out their chronology and style, suggesting plausible dates and design models. 
The success of the Boulonnais chartiste’s endeavor was surely predicated on the 
work of his forebears, men such as the historian Louis de Mas Latrie (1815–1897), 
the archeologist Marquis Charles‐Jean‐Melchior de Vogüé (1829–1916), and the 
architect Edmond Duthoit (1837–1889), pupil and collaborator of Viollet‐le‐
Duc, who had themselves been charged with or attached to official “scientific” 
missions to the East several years ahead of Enlart.

Thus, armed with a solid grounding in the island’s complicated history and a 
few detailed drawings of some of the principal sites, Enlart ventured to enlighten 
his compatriots on the material vestiges of French “colonial” rule in Cyprus under 
the Poitevin Lusignan dynasty (1192–1489). In his quest for the sources of Cypri-
ot Gothic, Enlart drew on his prodigious knowledge of his homeland’s medieval 
heritage, ascribing France the lion’s share in the shaping of the local architectural 
canon, as was his wont. Non‐French influence, from Spain, Italy, and Rhodes, was 
relegated to the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, by which time, according to the 
author, European architectural traditions had evolved in ways that rendered them 
sufficiently distinct from their French pedigree and, hence, identifiable. Despite 
its Francocentricity, Enlart’s opus remains invaluable for its careful scholarship and 
its documentation of the monuments prior to the restoration work undertaken 
during the British period (1878–1960).10
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George Jeffery (1855–1935), friend of Enlart and an architect by trade, was 
responsible for preserving and restoring Cyprus’s Gothic monuments until 
the creation of the Department of Antiquities in 1935. Trained at the Royal 
Academy in London and later made a Fellow of the Royal Institute of British 
Architects, he undertook the building of Anglican churches in Italy, Germany, 
Switzerland, and Jerusalem, before being appointed Curator of Ancient Mon-
uments by the colonial administration in 1903. Jeffery’s prime contribution to 
Gothic was undoubtedly his tenacious protection of the monuments themselves, 
which included the foundation of the Lapidary Museum in Nicosia, where loose 
architectural fragments from the capital’s vanished buildings were kept. Never-
theless, he proved a prolific writer of articles and reports on topics much more 
diverse than the structures of the Lusignan and Venetian periods. The only 
focused attempt Jeffery made to commit his views on the island’s Gothic edifices 
can be found in his A Description of the Historic Monuments of Cyprus (1918), 
which reads more like a compendium and a gazetteer of sites than a straightfor-
ward study.11 Despite drawing on long years of acquaintance with the Cypriot 
monumental landscape, Jeffery offered only sparse art‐historical commentary. 
Even though he opined that the Gothic monuments were inspired by models 
in Provence and southern Italy, he appears to have favored a more holistic, 
Cyprocentric approach: Contrary to Enlart, who lamented not finding the time 
to study the Greek churches during his flash‐trip in the 1890s, Jeffery devoted a 
substantial part of his book – and a fairly extensive introductory section – to rural 
village churches, some of which exhibited stylistic flourishes redolent of local 
Gothic structures, ushering them into the mainstream narrative of the island’s 
medieval architectural history.12

The work of Giuseppe Gerola (1877–1938) seems to have struck a delicate 
balance between Enlart’s avowed colonial outlook and the regionalist antidote 
proffered by Jeffery. Following the end of Ottoman rule in 1898 and the insti-
tution of an international protectorate, the island of Crete attracted a number 
of foreign archeological missions intent on uncovering and studying primarily 
the remains of the prehistoric and classical eras. When the Istituto Veneto di 
Scienze, Lettere ed Arti expressed the desire to fund analogous research into the 
documentation and study of the material vestiges of the rule of the Republic of 
Venice over Crete, the young Gerola, a true polymath, was thought to be the 
ideal candidate for the task. Having studied medieval history and paleography 
in Padua and Florence, he honed his diplomatics skills in Berlin and Freiburg; in 
his busy career, he conducted research and published in fields ranging from art 
history and archeology to archival documents, numismatics, heraldry, and epig-
raphy, while he also served as museum director and soprintendente of historical 
monuments, restorer, and founder of academic journals. Even though he did not 
possess Enlart’s deep familiarity with the Gothic’s many manifestations, through 
the years he was interested and involved in the study and restoration of Byzantine 
monuments, both in Greece and in Italy – a fact which may partly explain his 
stance vis‐à‐vis the material he encountered in Crete.



734 	 M i c h a l i s  O ly m p i o s

Gerola’s Cretan mission lasted, on and off, for about two years (1900–1902), 
during which he scoured the land for any traces of Venetian presence that he could 
relate to pertinent documents in the Venetian archives. The fruits of this labor were 
published (among other venues) in his Monumenti veneti nell’isola di Creta (1902–
1935), a monumental four‐volume work painstakingly produced over several 
decades.13 In spite of the title, the book does much more than record and analyze 
material testimonies to the Serenissima’s colonial regime, “ad majorem Venetiarum 
gloriam,” as per his initial instructions. In the early stages of his research, Gerola 
realized that understanding Crete’s Venetian legacy necessitated delving into what 
preceded and followed it, namely the Byzantine and Ottoman past, and that one 
could not afford to exclude rural Greek churches, as Enlart had done, as they 
also partook of the larger picture of Venetian patronage and stylistic influence on 
Cretan artistic production.14 Gerola’s universalism is remarkable for its precocity. 
In spite of his views not being completely untethered to Italian nationalist rhetoric, 
he anticipated developments in late twentieth‐ and early twenty‐first‐century schol-
arship by several decades, as we shall see. His rich collection of thousands of pho-
tographs, hundreds of drawings, and dozens of plaster casts of Cretan architecture 
and sculpture – at one time meant to be exhibited in a projected museum about the 
Venetian colonies in the East – have proven an incomparable resource for students 
of the history and art history of Venice’s maritime empire.15

Gothic Vs. Byzantine: Challenging Western Primacy

Enlart and Gerola had both been on a mission from their respective national 
governments to retrieve and publicize evidence of medieval French and Italian 
presence in the East, at a time when European nations were vying with each other 
for political control in the region. Conversely, Jeffery approached his object of 
study almost as a closed microsystem, allowing for outside artistic input but mon-
itoring and analyzing its effects on a strictly local scale. However, none of these 
authors conceptualized the Gothic from the point of view of its relationship with 
local (eastern) artistic tradition to the degree that two other figures did in the 
second quarter of the twentieth century; tellingly, their training and background 
were quite unconventional for the task.

Even though his career was every bit as diverse as that of Gerola, Antoine Bon 
(1901–1972) was, at heart, a classical archeologist and historian turned Byzan-
tinist. He spent the latter half of the 1920s at the École française d’Athènes, where 
he was encouraged to undertake the study of the medieval monuments of the 
Peloponnese. Bon carried out fieldwork there between 1925 and 1936 and again 
in 1938, but he did not defend his thesis until 1951. His hefty workload following 
his appointment as Professor of Byzantine History and Civilization at Lyon (1956–
1970) and the meticulousness with which he effected revisions to his original manu-
script made it so that another 18 years passed before his magisterial work, La Morée 
franque (1969), finally saw print.16 In it, Bon set out to answer one question: 
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What happened when the culture of the Latin settlers and that of the indigenous 
Greeks came into contact after the establishment of Villehardouin rule in the Pelo-
ponnese in the wake of the Fourth Crusade (1204), and to what extent the two 
worlds mixed and merged. In order to be able to assess the degree of cultural 
interpenetration, Bon launched himself into a wide‐ranging study of the history, 
topography, and archeology of the principality of Achaia from the thirteenth to the 
fifteenth century, in an effort to reconstruct the Peloponnese’s medieval historical 
landscape. Naturally, his study of the Gothic monuments represents only a tiny 
fraction of the whole, yet his refreshingly non‐Eurocentric perspective on the topic 
is exceptionally noteworthy. According to this author, the few, poorly constructed 
and preserved Latin churches of the Morea were erected by local builders, trained 
in the traditional Byzantine techniques; despite the overall design being assuredly  
western in origin, it would be impossible to trace it back to specific regions in 
Europe, due to its extreme plainness and simplicity. On the other hand, the churches 
of the Greeks continued to be built in the time‐honored Byzantine manner, with 
only minimal borrowings from western practice. In the light of these observations, 
the introduction of the Gothic in the Peloponnese constituted, for Bon, merely a 
minor episode without long‐term consequences for the region’s vigorous Byzan-
tine architectural heritage – a failed experiment of sorts, which did not eventually 
segue into the creation of a vibrant artistic “school” combining elements from both 
the art of the conquerors and that of the conquered. This is a striking assertion, 
probably partly adumbrated by Bon’s acquaintance with the work of Enlart, who, 
as we have seen, took a rather negative view of Greek Gothic, and that of Ramsay 
Traquair (1874–1952), Professor of Architecture at McGill University. The latter’s 
publications in the early 1920s had already deemed Gothic in the Peloponnese a mor-
ibund style, introduced mainly by Italian craftsmen and soon thereafter “diluted” 
in the hands of their local colleagues.17 At any rate, Bon’s longue durée reading of 
Peloponnesian artistic developments (hardly surprising, given that his secondary the-
sis, also defended in 1951, pertained to the Byzantine Peloponnese) brings to mind 
Gerola’s “long” Venetian period in Crete, but with an unprecedented twist: here, the 
stress lay squarely on local, Byzantine art and how it conditioned, transformed, and 
ultimately rejected the Gothic as a foreign body.18

Much less categorical and polemical was the work of T.S.R. (“Tom”) Boase 
(1898–1974). Equipped with an Oxonian education, Boase set out on a career 
as a medieval historian, which was soon intercepted by his surprising and fateful 
appointment to the directorship of the Courtauld Institute of Art in 1937. His 
occupation of this post had long‐lasting consequences for his future research and 
publications. Despite authoring surveys and more focused studies on topics as 
diverse as Romanesque and Victorian English art, medieval death, and Giorgio 
Vasari, Boase harbored a particular appreciation for the art of the Latin East. His 
interest in the history of the Crusades, already sparked in his Oxford days, was 
rekindled during World War II, owing to his tenure as Chief Representative of 
the British Council Middle East in the 1940s, a post permitting extensive travel 
in the region.
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Following his election as president of Magdalen College, Oxford in 1947, 
Boase completed a number of studies concerned with art and architecture in the 
Latin East, ranging from the Crusader states of Latin Syria, to Frankish Greece, 
and the kingdoms of Cilician Armenia and Lusignan Cyprus. Though his work 
on Cilicia and some of his publications on Syria‐Palestine appeared in the late 
1960s and early 1970s, the masterly surveys which he contributed to the fourth 
volume of Kenneth Setton’s A History of the Crusades, submitted in 1950 and 
revised subsequently, only became available posthumously as late as 1977.19 In 
his chapters on the ecclesiastical art of Lusignan Cyprus and the art of Frankish 
Greece, as in those tackling Syria and Palestine, Boase innovated by juxtaposing 
Gothic architecture and sculpture – hitherto almost exclusively called upon to 
represent the artistic face of the Latin East – with Byzantine‐style fresco and icon 
painting, manuscript illumination, as well as a host of other media, including 
stained glass, woodcarving, metalwork, textiles, and ceramics, to the extent that 
contemporary publications allowed. No scholar before him had attempted such 
a comprehensive overview of the extant material, by way of which the complex 
character of the artistic production in the region under discussion was thrown 
into higher relief. It was now made abundantly clear that a wholesale reliance on 
European models would not suffice to explain the composite nature of much of 
the art of the Latin East, and that a broader view encompassing local Byzantine 
or Levantine styles was in order; thus, the modern field of the study of the art of 
the Latin East was born.20

The 1970s and the Challenges Faced  
by Indigenous Scholarship

The belated publication of Bon’s book and Boase’s survey chapters have brought 
us into the 1960s and 1970s. As a more inclusive perception of the art of the 
Latin East was coming to the fore, the foundational texts of the late nineteenth 
and the first half of the twentieth century began being critically revisited, usually 
in smaller‐scale studies. This fresh crop of research saw a more active participation 
of Greek scholars, who had long experienced a rather uneasy relationship with 
monuments evoking periods of foreign domination, the preservation and study of 
which were seen to clash with the three‐pronged national historical and cultural 
agenda (revolving around Classical Antiquity, Byzantium, and post‐1821 modern 
Greece). Much like in Ireland, the Gothic (along with other “western” historical 
styles) was vilified as the mark of the conqueror and oppressor.21 Nevertheless, fol-
lowing World War II, the Greeks were becoming increasingly invested in the study 
of the Gothic monuments of Crete and the Peloponnese and, by the 1970s, when 
the country’s pro‐European aspirations reached their crescendo, Greece’s con-
flicted attitude to the Latin monuments of the Middle Ages and the early modern 
period came to a head: as Charalambos Bouras was castigating his compatriots’ 
disinterest in the country’s Venetian heritage and Heraklion’s fourteenth‐century 
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church of the Augustinian Hermits was being demolished with the encourage-
ment of the military dictatorship in Athens, scholars such as Jordan Dimaco-
poulos and Kanto Fatourou‐Hesychakis were seriously looking into the Italian 
sources for Cretan Renaissance architecture for the first time.22

Meanwhile, things in Cyprus had turned out very differently. The lively 
response of the Department of Antiquities to the preservation needs of the island’s 
Gothic heritage since its foundation in the 1930s petered out in the aftermath 
of Independence (1960), in favor of the Byzantine/Orthodox church monu-
ments, to which Greek Cypriot collective identity was much more attuned. This 
re‐orientation was also partly due to intercommunal strife between the Greek 
and Turkish Cypriots in the 1960s, which resulted in the majority of the Gothic 
buildings in Nicosia and Famagusta becoming effectively inaccessible for research 
or restoration. The occupation of the island’s northern sector (where most of the 
major monuments are situated) by Turkey since 1974 has further exacerbated 
this issue. In the event, Greek Cypriot scholars were almost completely cut off 
from this aspect of the island’s monumental landscape up until the early 2000s. It 
is hardly surprising, in this respect, that researchers on Cyprus largely turned to 
other topics and periods.23

The Quest for Sources: Controversy Over  
the Agents of Stylistic Transmission

The opening up of the field in the last third of the twentieth century having 
encouraged a multiplicity of approaches and the participation of scholars drawn 
from a much wider pool, in terms of both nationalities and specialisms, it was only 
a matter of time until the hitherto dominant late nineteenth‐ and early twentieth‐
century nationalist narratives began showing cracks. A number of architectural 
historians have taken issue with Enlart’s staunchly French‐centered vision of the 
Gothic in the Latin East, and have employed the same time‐honored methods 
of stylistic analysis as he to suggest plausible alternatives. Understandably, the 
discussion has revolved mainly around the, on the whole, better‐preserved, and 
architecturally more sophisticated Latin cathedrals of Nicosia and Famagusta, 
which seem to have set the trend for high‐caliber building in stone for much of 
the Lusignan period in Cyprus.24

The controversy surrounding the chronology and stylistic pedigree of the 
Cenacle, namely the elevated Gothic chapel once part of the twelfth‐century basil-
ica on Mt. Sion in Jerusalem, where the Last Supper, the Pentecost, and a host 
of other Christological events were commemorated, and its relationship to mon-
uments in Cyprus is an illustrative case in point. Enlart’s study of the structure 
highlighted the similarities of its style with thirteenth‐century northern French 
and Cypriot architecture, all the while acknowledging certain analogies with 
southern Italian work sponsored by Emperor Frederick II and the incorporation 
of Romanesque and antique spolia. In other words, he believed the Cenacle to 
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have been constructed between 1229 and 1244, when Jerusalem was once again 
in Christian hands thanks to the decisive involvement of Frederick II in Levan-
tine politics, in a design based on French models and taking account of earlier 
architectural vestiges.25 More recently, Jürgen Krüger has nuanced Enlart’s hy-
pothesis, viewing the Cenacle as the outcome of at least three successive building 
campaigns, spanning both the twelfth (Phases I–II, Romanesque) and thirteenth 
centuries (Phase III, Gothic). Whereas he still adhered to Enlart’s dating for his 
Gothic phase, Krüger downplayed the Cypriot connection while emphasizing 
Frederick’s role as patron.26

On the other hand, a number of British and Israeli scholars have favored a dif-
ferent reading of the evidence. Hugh Plommer was the first to propose an early 
date for the Cenacle’s Gothic rib‐vaulting and sculpture, on the basis of com-
parisons with French, English, and Cypriot buildings  –  particularly the chevet 
of Nicosia Cathedral, which he dated to the 1190s (fig. 30-1). According to this 
theory, the Cenacle’s Gothic phase would date from the 1170s and early 1180s, 
i.e. before the capture of Jerusalem by Saladin in 1187, and thus would appear 
to be a stylistically highly precocious endeavor, in both an eastern and a western 
context.27 In his corpus of churches in the Latin kingdom of Jerusalem, Denys 
Pringle subscribed to Plommer’s view, adding a few more structural and histori-
cal arguments in its defense.28 What is more, Nicola Coldstream exploited the 
Plommer–Pringle thesis to buttress her view that French architectural models 
reached Cyprus in the early thirteenth century through the intermediary of build-
ings in the Holy Land. Her reasoning originated from her conviction that the 
perceived similarities between the Cenacle and the chevet of Nicosia Cathedral 
denoted a common prototype, which she identified in Laon Cathedral (Aisne). 
Thus, Coldstream tentatively reconstructed the eastern itinerary of a mason having 
trained in Picardy as passing through the Latin kingdom in the 1170s–1180s 
before ending up in Nicosia by the early 1200s.29 More recently, Amit Re’em and 
Ilya Berkovich have brought new archeological evidence to bear on the date of 
the Cenacle’s Gothic phase (1160s–1180s, by their estimate) and have adduced 
further stylistic comparisons with Nicosia Cathedral, without, however, dwelling 
on the issue of the Cenacle’s Cypriot afterlife.30

The quest to define the stylistic makeup of the Latin cathedral of Famagusta is 
comparable in several respects (fig. 30-2). Famagusta Cathedral, begun c.1300, 
was thought by Enlart to have been designed by a French master mason familiar 
with Champenois edifices, primarily the collegiate church of Saint‐Urbain at 
Troyes (Aube) and Reims Cathedral (Marne).31 A French descent for the building’s 
style was also upheld by Philippe Plagnieux and Thierry Soulard in a volume of 
collected essays published in 2006 by the Académie des Inscriptions et Belles‐
Lettres as a tribute to Enlart’s work on Cyprus; the only difference being that 
these scholars made the case for a mixture of Levantine with up‐to‐date French 
Rayonnant design elements, where Saint‐Urbain, Reims, and Amiens Cathedrals 
(Somme) would have played a significant part.32 Be that as it may, already in 
1901 Georg Dehio and Gustav von Bezold linked the design of the Cypriot 



Figure 30-1  Nicosia, Selimiye Mosque (former Latin cathedral of St. Sophia), general 
view of interior, looking northeast. Source: photo by M. Olympios.
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church with that of Cologne and Regensburg Cathedrals, while from the 1980s 
onwards Nicola Coldstream has pressed forward with a Rhenish source for the 
Famagusta style.33 Recent contributions have expanded on the Rhenish thesis, 
positing Cologne as the main prototype, around which other German or French 
models could be arrayed. Following this theory, the features Plagnieux and 
Soulard saw as nods to Amiens would have been channeled through Cologne, 
whose form was greatly indebted to that of the Picard great church.34 Here, 
as in the case of the Nicosia chevet, some scholars have argued for the trans-
mission of Gothic designs of ultimate French origin by means of non‐French 
agents or architectural traditions – what Caroline Bruzelius has felicitously termed 
“second‐hand Frenchness.”35 The foremost consequence of such re‐evaluations 
is the gradual re‐orientation of art‐historical scholarship from the old monolithic 
center–periphery/metropolis–colony paradigm toward a more open‐ended model 

Figure 30-2  Famagusta, Lala Mustafa Pasa̧ Mosque (former Latin cathedral of 
St. Nicholas the Confessor), west façade. Source: photo by M. Olympios.
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taking account of the complex and multidirectional movement of craftsmen and 
ideas along networks linking the eastern Mediterranean with Europe on both sides 
of the Alps.

Art on a Mission? Monastic and Mendicant Architecture

Regardless of the relatively lively interest garnered by the Cypriot great churches 
among students of the Gothic, another genre of ecclesiastical architecture has 
proven equally, if not more, popular with medievalists and Byzantinists in recent 
decades, for reasons that will quickly become apparent: Latin monastic and men-
dicant houses were founded from the very end of the twelfth and especially from 
the thirteenth century onwards in Cyprus and all over Frankish Greece, and, in 
at least some regions, the extant vestiges of the orders’ churches and conven-
tual buildings constitute the most conspicuous, monumental, and lasting signs 
of Latin presence; in other words, these buildings were spread over a rather large 
area, and their size and relative ornamental elaboration (in their local context) 
commanded attention. Although these monuments were certainly accounted for 
in the late nineteenth‐ and early twentieth‐century surveys, they were treated first 
and foremost as products of the “national” architectural schools or as eloquent 
manifestations of “western” mores on eastern soil, without much regard for their 
institutional affiliation, function, and possible interregional associations.

The first work to problematize Latin monastic and mendicant architecture in 
Greece and Cyprus was Beata Kitsiki‐Panagopoulos’s Cistercian and Mendicant 
Monasteries in Medieval Greece (1979), under preparation from the mid‐1960s.36 
The author acknowledged the architecture of the Benedictines, the Cistercians, the 
Premonstratensians, etc., in addition to the major mendicant orders settled in the 
Latin East – Dominicans, Franciscans, Carmelites, Augustinian Hermits – as requir-
ing separate treatment from that of the grand Gothic cathedrals, and proceeded to 
emphasize common supraregional traits over local conditions and characteristics. 
Following Traquair and Bon, Kitsiki‐Panagopoulos conceived of the monks’ and 
friars’ churches as evolutionary dead‐ends in the long‐term architectural history 
of Greece, a conclusion she could now justify by reference to the latest historical 
research: in 1976, Brenda Bolton published an influential study on the Cistercian 
expansion in Romania (i.e. the lands of the former Byzantine Empire), wherein 
she argued that the White Monks were directed to settle there on orders from the 
papacy, to act as missionaries to the Greeks and convert them to Roman obedience; 
their failure in this mission by the later thirteenth century meant that the mendi-
cants had to take up the missionary mantle.37 In Kitsiki‐Panagopoulos’s view, the 
friars fared little better in their artistic enterprises, given that, due to the animosity 
between Latins and Greeks, the impact of their architecture on local traditions was 
as minimal as that of the traditional monastic orders.38

In her wide‐ranging surveys on Gothic building in Greece and Cyprus, Maria 
Georgopoulou acknowledged received opinion on the place of Greek Latin 
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monastic and mendicant churches within the context of European architecture. 
Whereas the Cypriot monuments of this kind were almost all single‐nave, rib‐
vaulted churches with polygonal chevets, their counterparts in Crete, the 
Peloponnese, Euboea, and elsewhere sported aisled or single naves, usually 
timber‐roofed (with the exception of Zaraka, which was rib‐vaulted), with or 
without transepts, and capped by three vaulted chapels at the east end; as a rule, 
wall surfaces were plain and the windows and other openings relatively restrained 
in size and elaboration.39 Earlier scholarship had compared these structures, often 
somewhat unfavorably, to the glass‐cage exuberance of northern French Gothic, 
while their old‐fashioned aspect has evoked parallels with the architecture of the 
Midi and Catalonia.40 In her study of medieval Cretan urbanism, Georgopoulou 
discussed extensively the place and role of monasteries and mendicant houses in 
the urban and social space of Candia/Heraklion, adding a further stimulating 
dimension to a topic habitually mired in questions of style.41

Beyond the broad overviews, the architecture and material culture of the Latin 
monasteries and mendicant convents of Frankish Greece and Venetian Crete have 
been explored in depth in more focused, often monographic art‐historical and 
archeological studies, carried out in collaboration with the individual ephorates 
of Byzantine Antiquities. The buildings and landscape context of the thirteenth‐
century Cistercian abbey of Zaraka in Stymphalia, Peloponnese, had been the 
subject of archeological investigation in the 1990s, undertaken by the Pontifical 
Institute of Mediaeval Studies at the University of Toronto.42 What may well 
have been the thirteenth‐century church of the Franciscan convent of Glarentza, 
the port‐town of the principality of Achaia, was excavated in the early 2000s by 
the 6th Ephorate.43 At Andravida, the erstwhile capital of the principality, the plan  
and fabric of the Dominican church of St. Sophia came under the detailed 
scrutiny of a team from the University of Minnesota in the 1980s (fig. 30-3).44 
The evidence culled by the Minnesota–Andravida Project allowed Mary Lee 
Coulson to reconstruct the building’s complicated and protracted construction 
history and justify its austere form by correlating the archeology with what was 
known about the friars’ order‐specific architectural predilections.45 In fact, it 
is precisely this avenue of research, namely reinserting the Greek monuments 
in their proper European mendicant context, that has hitherto proven most 
fruitful. Recent architectural and archeological analyses of Cretan churches, 
such as St. Peter Martyr in Heraklion (begun thirteenth century) and St. Francis 
in Rethymnon (sixteenth century), have attempted to situate them within the 
larger picture of Dominican and Franciscan building in  the Mediterranean 
(fig. 30-4).46 In exceptional cases, like that of the thirteenth‐century Domini-
can church of Negroponte/Euboea (the present‐day Ayia Paraskevi, Chalkis), 
enough has survived and been retrieved during conservation work to evoke 
a fairly good idea of the  chronology (including the felling date for the roof 
timbers), the liturgical and funerary arrangements of the interior, the sculpture, 
and wall‐paintings, effectively addressing many issues in the current research 
agenda for the study of mendicant architecture.47



Figure 30-3  Andravida, St. Sophia (former Dominican church), general view from the 
nave toward the east end. Source: photo by M. Olympios.

Figure 30-4  Heraklion, Sts. Peter and Paul (former Dominican church of St. Peter 
Martyr), exterior of east end. Source: photo by M. Olympios.
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The Gothic Democratized: Gothic by and for Non‐Latins

Bolton’s views on the alleged Cistercian “mission” and its failure have been 
heavily criticized by recent scholarship, as has Kitsiki‐Panagopoulos’s take on a 
supposed Greco‐Latin architectural apartheid fueled by ethno‐religious hatred.48 
In her surveys, Georgopoulou has shown how urban Latin edifices, while origi-
nally contrived to embody “colonial” authority and to bolster metropolitan hege-
mony, in time would have become “naturalized” to the surrounding monumental 
and social landscape, and mined for architectural designs and decorative motifs 
by local craftsmen.49 This reception of Gothic forms into local Byzantine archi-
tectural practices all over Latin Greece has been perceived in different ways in 
the literature. Bouras has noted that the Gothic borrowings almost invariably 
consisted of isolated decorative motifs, which were integrated into buildings that 
remained largely Byzantine in structure and overall conception with a view to 
quenching the thirst for variety innate in Byzantine architecture.50 On the other 
hand, Heather Grossman interpreted the mixture of novel Gothic design and 
sculptural elements with traditional Byzantine masonry techniques in Pelopon-
nesian architecture – both Latin structures, such as the church at Zaraka, and 
Greek ones – as the creation of a new, typically Moreot hybrid style, practiced by  
both Latin and Greek builders, that defies attempts at conventional art‐historical 
classification into generic categories such as “Gothic” or “Byzantine.” A few 
decades after the Latin conquest, this composite style would have appealed to 
both Latin and Greek patrons, given that the two groups were by then integrated, 
at least in the higher social echelons.51 Building on Grossman’s analysis, Georgo-
poulou has construed the presence of Gothic motifs in Cretan rural churches as 
fashion‐driven: by the fourteenth century, local masons and patrons, both Latins 
and Greeks, developed a taste for the sophisticated Latin urban monuments, 
which carried over to more modest commissions in the countryside.52

Dissociating art‐historical stylistic labels (“Gothic,” “Byzantine”) from the ethnic 
background or creedal affiliation of the patrons and/or users (“Frankish”/“Latin,” 
“Greek”) has blazed new trails in thinking about medieval buildings in the eastern 
Mediterranean. It would now be imprudent to attempt to extrapolate information 
about the rite of the patron(s) or that for which a church was destined from style 
alone: the late thirteenth‐century church of the Dormition at Merbaka, Argolid, 
thought to have been commissioned by the Latin archbishop of Corinth, the 
Dominican William of Moerbeke, was designed in a self‐consciously Byzan-
tine style; while the approximately contemporary church at Blachernai, Elis, a 
Byzantine‐looking structure with strong Gothic accents, might have served both 
the Greek and Latin rites in its successive phases.53 Interestingly, in the host of 
twin‐nave churches which sprung up all over the Latin East during the late medi-
eval and early modern periods, even in those cases where sufficient textual or other 
evidence exists to indicate that the two spaces were meant to accommodate the 
Latin and Greek rites side by side, architectural style does not seem to locate the 
two rites in their dedicated place.54
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Fourteenth‐century Famagusta has preserved a small number of churches 
built for the Armenian, Nestorian, and other Eastern Christian rites in a version 
of the local Gothic seen in the town’s Latin monuments. Evidently, the same 
masons and sculptors were hired to work on buildings cutting across the entire 
spectrum of religious rites inhabiting the Cypriot port‐town at its heyday.55 
Undoubtedly, the most imposing instance of the use of the Gothic by non‐
Latins is the design of the grand basilica of St. George of the Greeks in the third 
quarter of the century (fig. 30-5). Second in size only to the Latin cathedral, 
on which it was modeled, the Greek mother church sported a fashionable aisled, 
rib‐vaulted nave with a lofty clerestory braced by flying buttresses, traceried win-
dows, and a dome over the crossing, the latter quite possibly from inception. 
St. George remained unique in the Cypriot context, and a cursory comparison 
of its majestic architecture with that of the diminutive Byzantine‐type church 
complex partly incorporated within the wall of the basilica’s southern flank 
(probably the old cathedral) would suffice to illustrate the profound socio‐
cultural transformations having affected the upper classes of Lusignan Cypriot 
society by mid‐century.56

Figure 30-5  Famagusta, St. George of the Greeks, exterior, looking northwest. 
Source: photo by M. Olympios.



746 	 M i c h a l i s  O ly m p i o s

Gothic and Byzantine in Unison: Furnishings,  
Sculpture, and Painting

In the last decade or so, students of medieval Cypriot art have shown some interest 
in reconstructing the sacred topography and the interior aspect of the island’s 
Gothic churches, which were invariably purged of their liturgical furniture, orna-
ments, screens, and other fittings following the Ottoman conquest in the late 
sixteenth century.57 Chantry chapels, altars, and altarpieces have been tackled in 
comparison to analogous features in European edifices, while a fairly comprehen-
sive corpus of incised and relief tomb slabs has seen print.58 Whereas the typology 
of these funerary fixtures in Cyprus fell well within the ambit of European 
tradition, the fragmentary survivals from Frankish Greece occasionally betray an 
interpenetration of Gothic and Byzantine highly reminiscent of the situation in 
the realm of architecture.59

The bulk of surviving non‐funerary sculpture from this period in Cyprus is 
architectural, the vast majority of Gothic churches exhibiting large surfaces of 
plain walling and painted door tympana notwithstanding. Of the sculpture that 
once adorned the main fronts of Nicosia and Famagusta Cathedrals, mere frag-
ments have come down to us, and any attempt at interpretation is, of necessity, 
laced with a high degree of conjecture.60 What is particularly interesting, however, 
and widely accepted by scholars, is that the shallow niches in the portal jambs of 
the, otherwise French‐inspired, west front of Nicosia Cathedral were apparently 
conceived to house painted panels, perhaps Byzantine‐type icons.61 If true, this 
hypothesis would offer an eloquent testimony to the way imported styles were 
adapted to local preferences and visual habits.

In the same vein as Grossman for the Peloponnese and Georgopoulou for Crete, 
Justine Andrews commented on the successful marrying of Gothic and Byzantine 
in the monuments of fourteenth‐century Famagusta – only, here, the union was not 
between distinct architectural traditions, but rather between Gothic buildings and 
Byzantine‐style wall‐paintings lurking within. Jarring as it may seem to contempo-
rary art‐historical sensibilities, such a combination would have taken advantage of 
locally available visual modes of the highest caliber, irrespective of their origin, to 
articulate responses to local needs relating to the display of wealth and prestige.62  
Michele Bacci has shown that Greek artists, possibly trained in Thessaloniki, 
Mystras, or some other major center of Palaiologan painting, were in the employ of 
Latin, Greek, Armenian, and Syrian patrons in late fourteenth‐century Famagusta, 
frescoing buildings designed in the local Gothic style, as we have seen.63 Latin 
patronage of Greek painters is exemplified by the Carmelite church, among others, 
and it is in the convents of the friars that we find Byzantine‐style mural painting in a 
Gothic setting elsewhere in the eastern Mediterranean, as in the Franciscan church 
at Glarentza (thirteenth century) and the Dominican churches of Negroponte and 
Galata in Constantinople (fourteenth century).64 This is not to say that western‐
style painting is not attested in the East in this period: an Italian (Neapolitan?) 
artist seems to have produced wall‐paintings for the Latin cathedral in the town of 



	 G ot h i c  i n   t h e   L at i n  E ast 	 747

Rhodes in the second quarter of the fourteenth century, while Ioanna Rapti has 
ascribed an illuminated breviary kept in the library of the abbey of Saint‐Wandrille 
(Seine‐Maritime) and illustrated in a style approximating early fourteenth‐century 
French Gothic to a Cypriot scriptorium.65 Simply put, by the fourteenth century, 
art patrons in the Latin East were blessed with a remarkable array of visual modes 
to choose from, of which Gothic, in its many variants, was but one.

Concluding Thoughts and Future Prospects

In his “American Postscript,” appended to the 1953 edition of An Outline of 
European Architecture, Sir Nikolaus Pevsner (1902–1983) justified the decision 
to leave out any buildings put up in America earlier than the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries in these words:

In a book in which the severe Mannerism of Herrera and his followers in Spain 
appears only in a few lines, it would be as perverse to devote space to the ruin of 
Tecali – the “purest” Franciscan church in Mexico, dated 1569 – as it would be to 
choose Dalmatian examples to discuss Venetian architecture or Nicosia in Cyprus to 
discuss French Gothic church buildings.66

Pevsner’s statement encapsulates the reasoning of “western” medievalists of his 
and subsequent generations for the exclusion of the Gothic buildings erected in 
the eastern Mediterranean (as well as later endeavors designed in “western” styles) 
from the canon of European architecture: without Enlart’s conception of France 
as a benign, civilizing power lording over medieval western culture, the Frenchness 
of Cypriot monuments was seen as too derivative and provincial, and hence too 
peripheral to the “grand narrative” to be taken up in any serious manner.

From the vantage point of the present, the study of Gothic art in the Latin 
East has come a long way from its inauspicious beginnings as almost a byprod-
uct of late nineteenth‐ and early twentieth‐century western European nationalist 
discourse. The stylistic pluralism observed in the art of the late medieval eastern 
Mediterranean and its socio‐cultural conditions and corollaries could hardly have 
been appreciated without the concurrent recent advances in social history and 
anthropology; certainly, research on Cypriot and Greek Gothic has gained a great 
deal from acquiring indispensable historical context. However, while the art of 
the Syro‐Palestinian Crusader states is very slowly but surely gaining a foothold in 
western art‐historical canon, the same is not true of Cyprus and Greece: the only 
recent survey of European architecture to discuss the latter buildings in any con-
text remains the Oxford History of Art volume on Medieval Architecture (2002), 
whose author had first‐hand knowledge of the region and its medieval heritage.67 
There are several reasons for this unevenness in coverage and presence in scholarly 
awareness, a few of which will be addressed below in pursuit of encouraging new 
research and novel ways of looking at this material.
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For all the intellectual subtlety and nuanced understanding the field has 
achieved through the implementation of a variety of interpretative models, in 
many cases the fundamentals are still lacking. Hardly any of the medieval build-
ings covered in this chapter have benefited from a proper modern architectural 
monograph, namely an in‐depth and diachronical book‐length look at its history 
and fabric, combining traditional art‐historical methodologies with insights 
afforded by the minute scrutiny of masonry and the technical analyses of timber, 
mortars, and other materials. One would ideally desire to have in hand, when 
going about research on Gothic Cyprus or Greece, something as detailed and 
comprehensive as the recent multi‐author volumes on Auxerre and Regensburg 
Cathedrals.68 As it stands, archeology has been very slow in catching up to the 
leap‐and‐bound progress in theory, as the smattering of occasional preliminary 
reports available are no substitute for the full publication of any archeological 
excavation or investigation.

Much archeological work is done at the local or regional level, and therein lies 
part of the problem. Western medieval art and architectural history has never 
been an integral part of the curricula of the relevant departments in Greek uni-
versities, where courses on western art history habitually kick off with the Italian 
Renaissance; until very recently, the same situation obtained in Cyprus. Further-
more, even at the international level, university teaching and research on the art 
of the Latin East are more often than not carried out by trained Byzantinists. This 
is understandable to a certain extent, given that, by traditional academic special-
isms, scholars of medieval and modern Greek studies would appear to be better 
equipped to delve into the wider historical, geo‐political, and cultural context of 
Lusignan Cyprus, Venetian Crete, the Morea, etc. – especially since a more or less 
substantial part (depending on the region) of the relevant secondary literature is 
in Greek, a language which is not part of the average western medievalist’s skillset. 
Nevertheless, a case might be made that, after the initial nineteenth‐century push, 
the pendulum has swung too far the other way, and that balance between West 
and East will have to be restored.

On the edge of, and overlapping with, both the art of medieval Europe and that 
of Byzantium, the artistic production of the Latin East should not be of merely 
local interest to scholars of medieval Greek history and culture. On the contrary, 
Cypriot and Greek Gothic architecture and sculpture are uniquely situated to 
test the limits of western Stilgeschichte in its encounters with Byzantine art in its 
variegated forms. They are also sure to contribute to questions of supraregional 
scope and interest, such as the typology, chronology, and dissemination of men-
dicant architecture or the international reception and significance of particular 
design models in different periods. What is more, consideration of the adaptation 
of western models and the development of local stylistic variants, where applicable 
(mainly Cyprus and Crete, as well as Rhodes), could enrich the current picture of 
Gothic regionalism and, eventually, help redefine the heartland and major centers 
of architectural and artistic innovation. The possibilities of reshaping the canon, 
peering in from without, are exciting and virtually boundless.
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This chapter updates and expands on that by Tassos C. Papacostas in this book’s 
first edition (“Gothic in the East: Western Architecture in Byzantine Lands,” 
pp. 510–530).
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Art and Liturgy in 
the Middle Ages

Eric Palazzo

In 2006 and 2008, I published two papers in English on recent research into the 
relationship between art and liturgy in the Middle Ages, as well as on the theme of 
performance in ritual and the use of images and art in general in liturgical action. 
In this chapter, I will limit myself to highlighting the main results of research in 
these same areas, but considering only publications issued in the last 10 years.1 
After some general considerations on recent developments of the concepts of 
“liturgy” and “ritual” as applied to the study of the Western Middle Ages, I will 
review the main publications of the last decade and their contribution to a new 
vision of relations between art and liturgy in the Middle Ages. I will first present 
new contributions on the theme of architecture and monumental decoration, 
then take up studies on liturgical manuscripts and their illustrations, and, finally, 
conclude this brief overview with a look at publications that have focused on 
liturgical objects and their role in the liturgy.

In the past decade, the primary characteristic of research on the relationship 
between art and liturgy in the Middle Ages has been one of a strictly historical 
approach, although almost all researchers consider it necessary to go beyond a 
strictly historical approach in regard to the relation between art and liturgy, even 
though such an approach remains fundamental to any serious study of the sub-
ject. We can therefore say that in the study of the relation between art and liturgy, 
the strictly historical approach came to be enriched in favor of a new awareness 
of the artistic material itself while at the same time allowing a full reintegration 
of theology. Before briefly going over these two points, we must bear in mind 
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that the research trends in this area have been largely “globalized” as a result of 
the globalization of the research made possible by new information technologies 
which facilitate the circulation of ideas and concepts. Despite this, one should not 
assume that there has been a standardization of thought since, in some countries, 
specific historiographical trends are still very dominant.

The very conception of the definition of the liturgy in the Middle Ages has 
experienced some changes in recent years. In general, we can say that we have 
moved from a historical‐anthropological conception of the liturgy, influenced 
by the theoretical approach of some authors,2 to a conception which, without 
rejecting the historical and anthropological aspects of the topic, has reintegrated 
theology into the heart of the subject.3 Two anthologies by Danish scholars pub-
lished in 2004 and 20074 are in my opinion the best examples of this balance 
between the historical‐anthropological approach of the ritual of the church and 
the desire to reopen this research to theology. In these publications, nothing 
is left untouched that might contribute to a deeper understanding of medieval 
liturgy in its historical, anthropological, and theological aspects. This is mainly 
made possible thanks to a perfect knowledge of the sources of the liturgy and its 
theology. The renewed approach to certain types of sources of medieval liturgy, 
such as liturgical commentaries – that is to say, exegesis on the liturgy – has also 
allowed the inclusion of subjects previously absent from the general understand-
ing of medieval liturgy, such as dance performance in church ritual.5 In the field of 
Christian theology, recent publications have also helped us in our approach to and 
understanding of the liturgy in a historical perspective.6 In light of this, one can 
say that medievalists have recently, though only gradually, left behind a doctrinal 
and dogmatic approach of Christian theology in favor of a return to the realm of 
historical “reality.”

These publications have led to a return to the practices of some major twentieth‐
century authors in the field of historical theology, as found in Dom Jean Leclercq’s 
pioneering book7 or, more recently, several publications by Alain Boureau,8 both 
heirs of the great figures of Dominican erudition of the past century, Yves‐Marie 
Congar and Marie‐Dominique Chenu, to whom could be added Etienne Gilson. 
François‐Cassingena Trévédy and Gilbert Dahan highlighted the central role 
played by the notion of experience in regard to liturgy and Christian theology in 
Antiquity and the Middle Ages in their respective publications,9 the one bringing 
into consideration the Fathers of the Church and the other monastic exegesis and 
hermeneutics. For these authors, the practice of the liturgy, as well as its theological 
exegesis, belong above all to the human experience of the divine, something that 
allows the operation a kind of interaction between texts and real life. In this way, 
the liturgy acts as a type of theological exegesis, encouraging humankind to 
experience the biblical events in question anew. The consequence of this notion 
of experience through the liturgy and theological exegesis leads humankind to an 
“existential reading” of scripture and an involvement on the personal level.10

One of the major effects of this conception of the liturgy informed by an 
experience‐based theology is the reconsideration of the material dimension 
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of the ritual intended to be activated by the human sensory experience in the 
execution of the liturgical ceremony.11 The methodological and epistemological 
innovation of understanding the sensory experience of the liturgy and theology 
through art is the richest and most innovative area of research on art and liturgy 
in the Middle Ages during the last decade. The major sensory experience of the 
liturgy must also be seen in light of the understandings of beauty and aesthetics in 
the ancient and medieval Christian periods as also being fundamentally based on 
the notion of experience.12 Furthermore, this new approach, which sees art and 
liturgy as based on a thorough vision of the experience of artistic materiality, is 
echoed in research by specialists from periods other than the Middle Ages.13

Monumental Art and Its Decoration

In the field of medieval religious architecture and monumental decoration, the 
scholarship of the 1990s was dominated almost everywhere around the world by 
the notion of “ritual place.” Jerome Baschet, among others, was the one of the main 
proponents of this idea.14 This concept is now accepted and recognized by almost 
all specialists interested in religious architecture and its monumental decoration. 
It was so successful, in part, because of its refocusing of attention on both the actual 
archeological aspects of the medieval religious monument and the considerations of 
the sensory conception of the sacred space that constitutes the church.

The archeological study of the medieval church was recently reinvigorated by 
the combining of sound technological approaches, such as the study of acous-
tics, with methods traditionally used by archeologists but normally neglected 
by specialists. Recent interdisciplinary publications on the acoustical aspect of 
churches by acoustics experts and archeologists have included, for example, such 
previously unfamiliar objects as acoustic pots (vessels that were placed in the vaults 
of the churches to improve sound diffusion), as in, for example, Hagia Sophia in 
Constantinople.15 The study of acoustic pots, in particular, has been successful 
in trying to understand the impact of certain building devices on the course of 
the liturgy in ways different from the more traditional “archaeology of standing 
walls,” which, it seems, has not achieved its methodological and epistemological 
limitations. One can only hope for the continued development of such methods 
of research in the future. They are excellent examples of the actual practice 
of interdisciplinarity  –  in this case between archeologists and specialists in 
acoustics – and not the expression of an excessive and unfounded domination by 
“traditional” archeology (fig. 31-1).

Among works on religious architecture and its relationship to the liturgy, we 
must mention in particular the publications by Carolyn Malone on the famous 
church of Saint‐Bénigne at Dijon (which dates from the early eleventh century), 
and those of Eduardo Carrero Santamaria on Spanish Gothic cathedrals and their 
architectural environment – including the cloister, the chapter house, and others 
spaces directly related to the church – of the second half of the Middle Ages. In both 
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of these cases, the authors have demonstrated the value of an interdisciplinary 
approach to the subject by combining liturgical, theological, archeological, and 
architectural studies. In neither of them is there any privileging of the traditional 
approach to the monument as opposed to a study of its liturgical function and 
theological significance. Indeed, both authors have successfully achieved a truly 
balanced approach between the study of texts (liturgical, theological, historical) 
and the study of data acquired through traditional archeological and architectural 
analysis. The two publications represent the two greatest achievements of the 
last decade in general area of the study of architecture and liturgy in the Middle 
Ages. The same cannot be said, however, for Les voies de l’espace liturgique: Art 
médiéval, edited by Paolo Piva.16 In this book, almost all authors, starting with 
the editor, Paolo Piva, invite the reader to follow them in an outdated approach, 
in my opinion, to understanding the relationship between religious architecture 
and the liturgy in the Middle Ages. Overall, with the exception of the contri-
bution by Bruno Boerner on Gothic sculpture, the preferred approach in this 
book seems to be based too much on assumptions about the influence of certain 
liturgical practices on the architectural forms – for example those relating to the 
conduct of the pilgrimage – rather than on a serious investigation of the various 
textual and archeological sources available to the scholar.

The study of the monumental decoration of the medieval church in its rela-
tion to the performance of the liturgical ritual has been reinvigorated in recent 
years by an approach that favors the study of the relationship between the visible 

Figure 31-1  Saint‐Chef‐en‐Dauphiné, nave wall with acoustic pots. Source: courtesy of 
the author.
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and the invisible, and sensory activation of the materiality of art and liturgical 
objects in the church.17 In general, this approach is based on the role of light 
in the church building, which is considered as the perfect manifestation of the 
divine presence at the very moment of the liturgy. Theologically, God’s power 
is associated with light because it is in the nature of God to illuminate the 
church with his presence, in this case as embodied in the sensory dimension of 
the liturgy. This divine power is also evidenced by the painted representation of 
the Maiestas Domini in apses or even by the oculus in some churches, which is 
understood not only as allowing light to enter the building (his light) but also 
as the visible form of incarnation of God (his eye). In a recent article, Daniel 
Russo posed in new terms essential questions about the presence of the visible 
and the invisible with regard to representations of Maiestas Domini in the apses 
of churches from  the ninth to eleventh centuries.18 This approach echoes the 
publication by Francesca Dell’Acqua on the theme of divine light conveyed in 
the church through the window and the oculus.19

In similar directions to those just described, the study of monumental 
decoration within the medieval church has also been reinvigorated in a number 
of innovative pieces on inscriptions found in painting or sculpture. We know 
that in Antiquity as well as the Middle Ages, especially the Carolingian period, 
inscriptions accompanying images and located in places within the building 
strategic for the liturgy were conceived of as a part of the decoration of the 
church. This has been confirmed from the Romanesque period to the end of 
the Middle Ages. In their work, Vincent Debiais and Daniel Rico have changed 
our way of looking at inscriptions, demonstrating that they were conceived 
of according to a design identical to the images and that the visual culture of 
Middle Ages includes not only images per se but also others sorts of “signs,” 
including “graphics signs” such as tituli or inscriptions. In the field of monu-
mental decoration of the church, there are other works that offer both new 
and thorough readings of various relationships between art and liturgy in the 
Middle Ages. In the book edited by Paolo Piva mentioned above, the contri-
butions of Jerome Baschet and Marcello Angheben on the painted and carved 
decoration of Romanesque churches address no new essential elements of the 
relationship between iconographic themes chosen to decorate liturgical choirs, 
apses, and other parts of the building on the one hand, and ritual practices on 
the other, especially themes related to the performance of the celebration of 
the Eucharist. More innovative, however, is the work of Bruno Boerner in the 
same book, which discusses the influence of the central themes of the theology 
of the Mass in the Gothic period, the cult of saints, and even texts such as 
Nicolas Oresme’s (1320–1382) “Le livre des politiques d’Aristote” in the sculp-
tural programs of Gothic cathedrals, highlighting the power of text, images, 
and liturgical‐theological treatises to spiritually restore humankind through 
its senses and their activation in the church. The author offers an innovative 
reading of such large groups of famous sculptures at Amiens, Strasbourg, and 
even Chartres, some of which had already been discussed in Boerner’s remarkable 



764 	 E r i c  Pa l a z z o

book dedicated to the power of the images in Gothic sculpture and the open 
concept of “communication.”20

In the field of Romanesque sculpture, some very good publications, both from 
a methodological point of view and from that of the conclusions themselves, 
have been recently published, in particular an article by Alessia Trivellone, a 
thorough iconographic study of the façade sculptures of St. John‐in‐Tumba in 
Monte Sant’Angelo (Puglia).21 This study demonstrates clearly and convincingly 
the influence of the liturgical exegesis of the Mass on the conception of a sculp-
tural program focusing on the passion of Christ, the descent from the cross, 
and the resurrection. The historical context of Monte Sant’Angelo involves the 
resurgence of certain heretical movements. According to medieval Christian 
theology, the church door opens onto the “House of God” because it is the 
“gate of heaven.” It is also the image of Christ and the Virgin Mary, herself an 
open door made possible with the coming of the Lord on earth. In this sense, 
the portals with their sculptures and iconography must be read with regard to 
the idea that the door is a place of “passage,” the transitional space between 
the outside world and the church, where sacred and sacramental actions of the 
liturgy are staged in order to restore humankind to its original harmony with 
the Creator.

Regarding the perception of these sculptures and the theological message 
iconographically conveyed by them, it has been suggested that the monumen-
tal sculptures of the Romanesque period were able to produce a distinct effect 
on the viewer, activating his inner emotions through the sense of sight. Certain 
assumptions along these lines have recently been suggested regarding the sculp-
tures of the tympanum of Moissac and that of Conques.22 In particular, it has 
been suggested that the monstrous faces and erotic themes of these twelfth‐
century sculptures allowed the monks the opportunity to mentally express their 
fantasies and other fears through the sense of vision activated by the sculptures. 
The exploration of the form and iconography of the famous reliefs of the portal 
at the abbey of Souillac, made in the twelfth century, which I have proposed, 
has explored similar assumptions about their sensory activation there and how 
it is related to the overall significance of the church door (fig. 31-2).23 Recent 
publications by Conrad Rudolph have also reconsidered certain aspects of the 
iconography of the monumental decoration of such famous works such as the 
stained glass of St.‐Denis and the image of “The Mystic Ark” by Hugh of Saint 
Victor.24 The author has shown the richness of both exegesis of Suger and Hugh 
of Saint Victor, and their influence on the conception of ecclesiology in the 
twelfth century as expressed in different forms of art. Finally, Xavier Barral i Altet 
has published a monumental study of mosaic pavements of the Romanesque 
period in Italy and France, in which he strongly emphasizes both theological 
and the liturgical dimensions of the church floor as reflected in the iconographic 
choices in their creation.25



Figure 31-2  Souillac, Romanesque sculpture. Source: courtesy of the author.
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Liturgical Manuscripts and their Illustrations

In the specific area of illustrated liturgical manuscripts of the Middle Ages, the last 
decade has been dominated by an epistemological opening to the consideration 
of the book as an object to be activated in the course of the liturgical celebra-
tion to allow the expression of the sacramentality of the rituals and their main 
theological meanings. I have explored these concepts using different examples of 
illustrated liturgical manuscripts – especially the sacramentary, gospel books, and 
the antiphonary – in order to consider their sensory activation in the liturgy, in 
particular the concept of “Livre‐corps” (“book‐body”).26 In the Early Christian 
and medieval traditions, the book is considered to be an image or incarnation 
of Christ himself, and the text to have been written by the Holy Spirit. With the 
idea that the divine Word becomes visible by becoming incarnate in the book, 
the image comes to dominate Christian thinking of this period, being translated 
through the iconography and by the conception of the liturgical book –  even 
the binding –  as something to be activated by the senses in the liturgy. As to 
illustrations in gospel books, publications by Cécile Voyer and Beatrice Kitzinger 
have led to new interpretations of the iconography of some of the illustrations in 
these manuscripts (such as the theme of the three women visiting the tomb on 
Easter Sunday, frontispieces accompanying prologue of the Gospel of Saint John, 
and even some representations of the crucifixion), seeing the theme of Christ’s 
incarnation in the gospel book as fundamentally linked to its sensory activation 
in the liturgical ritual, in particular to the act of reading at Mass.27 Indeed, the 
symbolic dimension of the liturgical book, considered as a space of revelation 
whose activation occurs in the liturgy through all aspects of the materiality of the 
manuscript, is particularly strong in the case of gospel books. The dual aspect of 
both the material and symbolic presence of the gospel book in the liturgy, clearly 
visible in its ritual use during the course of the celebrations, is well attested to in 
the liturgical texts of the Middle Ages.

My new study on the Godescalc Evangeliary (Paris, BNF, na. Lat. 1203, 
c.781–783) has underscored the idea that all the senses are stimulated in the 
course of the liturgy, activating the artistic object at the moment of the liturgical 
performance, in this way allowing access to the essence of “things” and revealing 
the invisible. The Godescalc Evangeliary is a total sensory experience whose ritual 
activation is a key moment of the liturgy of the Mass. Indeed, through the play 
of colors and their various symbolic meanings – and even through their ability to 
“embody” the thing they symbolize – the visual dimension is clearly and strongly 
activated. In this manuscript, the text of the Gospels, transcribed in gold letters 
on purple, expresses the visual dimension of the liturgy while also allowing the 
expression of the sound of the ritual because the text will be read aloud, thus 
embodying the sound dimension of the ritual. To this are added the tactile and 
olfactory dimensions that are also a part of the ritual use of the Godescalc manu-
script. Indeed, when handling the manuscript, the reader feels the texture of the 
parchment and the colors that are applied to it with his fingers. Similarly, he senses 
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the pleasant odor of the object that has been honored before the act of reading 
itself by the use of a thurible diffusing the incense. As for the sense of taste, this is 
implied through the association of the manuscript with the body of Christ in the 
anticipation of the taste of the “real” body of the Lord enabled through the con-
secration of the host. Here, the materiality of the liturgical book strongly empha-
sizes the sensory dimension of the ritual and determines the “activation” of the 
object itself in order to contribute to the production of the sacramental effect of 
the Mass, largely centered on the “real presence” of Christ in all its forms, that is 
to say, through the text of the Gospels, the gospel book itself, and the consecrated 
Eucharist. The illustration of the Godescalc Evangeliary, with its ornamental and 
iconographic themes, not only expresses the theological, political, and liturgical 
meanings of the object in relation to a specific historical context, but it also acti-
vates the senses – and through this “activates” both the book (the manuscript) in 
ritual and the sacred word, making the divine presence possible, anticipating the 
“real presence” of Christ at the moment of consecration.

In a similar vein, Cécile Voyer has shown that the eucharistic meaning of the 
illustrations of the famous Sacramentary of Marmoutier (Autun, BM, MS 19bis, 
mid‐ninth century) emphasizes not only major aspects of ecclesiology of the 
liturgy in Carolingian period but also make it possible to consider the manu-
script itself as an “incarnation” of Christ at the moment of the celebration of the 
Mass.28 All these considerations relate to the notion of the ontology of the book 
and its very nature. As Isabelle Marchesin has shown concerning some paintings 
from Carolingian manuscripts of the Apocalypse, iconographic details – such as 
the roll – invite one to think of the illustration and the book in which it appears 
as tangible signs of the ontological dimension of the book.29 In a recent study, 
Jennifer Kingsley discusses in detail a very prestigious manuscript made at the 
time at the instigation of Bishop Bernward of Hildesheim (993–1022).30 The 
author’s approach is relatively conventional and traditional, being characterized 
by the theme of memory and its construction by Bishop Bernward through art 
in general and through the Gospel Book of Bernward, the object of this study. 
More innovative is the author’s exploration related to the theme of the sensory 
activation, in which she examines the sense of touch, taking into account some 
representations depicting the tactile sense, for example, the scene of the Noli me 
tangere. Convincingly, the author argues that the iconographic expression of the 
sense of touch in the illustrations of that manuscript, especially that of Noli me 
tangere, reflect contemporary discussions on the Resurrection that were devel-
oped in part to defend the material nature of the sacrament. In this discussion, 
the author also develops the topic of the ability of the tactile sense to play a role 
in the redemptive process, including through the activation of the object by the 
bishop at the moment of the performance of the liturgy.

This last point echoes the recent work of Lynley Herbert on the sense of touch 
and a Carolingian bishop’s expression of spirituality as manifested in the gospel 
book of Sainte‐Croix of Poitiers and its full page Maiestas Domini on folio 31r 
(fig. 31-3).31 In her detailed study of both the image and the entire Carolingian 
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manuscript in Poitiers, Herbert demonstrates perfectly and convincingly that the 
painting on folio 31r was most likely used for an actual act of sensory activation 
performed through devotional practices, private by nature, by Bishop Jesse, most 
likely the owner of the manuscript. Careful analysis of the iconography of the 

Figure 31-3  Sainte‐Croix Gospels, Poitiers, Médiathèque François‐Mitterrand, fol. 31r. 
Source: Médiathèque of Poitiers.



	A  rt  a n d   L it u r g y  i n  t h e   M i d d l e   Ag e s 	 769

image and of the materiality of the painting has allowed the author to state, 
correctly, that this representation of Christ in Majesty – painted in this gospel 
book that was used for the liturgy during the reading of the Gospel passage at 
Mass, as well as for private devotion – served as an aid to sensory activation that 
contributed to the production of the desired effect according to the theological 
basis of the rituals in question. In the painting of the Gospel of St. Croix, it is 
primarily the visual and tactile senses that were activated and put into action in the 
performance of the liturgical practices, especially devotional exercises that impli-
cated the owner of the codex. As to touch activation, it is particularly remarkable 
that some traces of friction generated by the finger of the bishop are evident in the 
pigment of the painting of folio 31r. Recently, investigations of a quantitative na-
ture were convincingly undertaken by Kathryn Rudy with regard to visible traces 
generated by the devotional practices with the manuscripts in books of hours in 
the Late Middle Ages.32

The liturgical book in general may be used as a functional object and as the 
central component of a total sensory experience with the goal of implementing 
synaesthesia, that is, what might be called an intersensory interaction, in the ritual. 
Examples of this include the famous so‐called Exultet rolls made in central Italy, 
in the Benevento area in the period between the tenth and the twelfth century. 
One of the characteristics of the manuscripts containing this liturgical hymn, sung 
during the performance of the ritual of the Easter Vigil, is that they all contain 
paintings whose iconography focuses on the representation of the liturgical use 
of the object, on scenes related to Christ’s victory over death, and on theophanic 
images showing Christ in glory, enthroned in heaven for eternity and surrounded 
by angels and even, in some cases, by the personification of Ecclesia. With Exultet 
rolls, it should be noted, these illustrations are arranged in reverse to the text of 
the hymn, indicating that they were meant to be seen by the people present in 
the nave of the church when the deacon was performing the ritual. In this way, 
everything was planned in the Exultet manuscripts to activate both the audible 
and the visual dimensions of the rite to bring about a synaesthetic effect through 
the light produced by the paschal candle and from the movement created by the 
unwinding of the roll.33

Liturgical Objects

Research on liturgical objects has involved far more than only traditional archeo-
logical approaches or the functional uses of the objects. In his book, pioneering 
in many ways, Herbert L. Kessler opened the way toward an approach to the 
medieval liturgical object that is functional, archeological, and theological.34 
Elsewhere, the catalog of the exhibition of reliquaries and the practice of devotion 
to the Middle Ages, Treasures of Heaven, held in Cleveland, Baltimore, and Lon-
don, was an important step in how to consider liturgical objects – in this case the 
reliquaries – in the history of medieval art.35 As presented in the catalog, the basic 
conception of the exhibition is one whose approach to these objects addresses the 
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cult of saints, the materiality of the works, and various aspects of their theological 
meaning. In the field of Byzantine art, Bissera Pentcheva has newly explained 
icons and other liturgical objects, associating them in various ways to the rituals 
of the Byzantine Church, particularly with consideration of their materiality and 
sensory activation.36

In my own book on the Christian invention of the five senses, I attempted to 
demonstrate the generally held and fundamentally theological understanding of 
liturgical objects of all categories, with regard to their use in the sensory process 
during the celebration of the liturgy.37 In the various stages of ritual, including but 
not limited to the Mass, this involves a number of objects (such as books, the chal-
ice, the paten, and even the censer or thurible) that are in an almost permanent 
sensory activation, while others (like liturgical combs) are at times activated but 
not in a permanent sense. The low sensory and ritual activation of some objects 
compared to others, however, does not exclude the activation of their theological 
meanings in the course of the liturgy, when their meanings are made meanings 
present and active at a particular moment of ritual. This is, for example, the case 
with liturgical combs, ritual objects not very much studied by art historians and 
historians of the liturgy in any way other than their formal appearance, their typol-
ogy coming from the tradition of Antiquity (fig. 31-4). Contrary to the original 
significance carried by liturgical combs and other functional objects of medieval 
liturgy – such as portable altars – these are now presented in museums as “art,” 
with no indication of their original liturgical use or the theological meaning 
activated at the time of their use in medieval ritual. Primarily an instrument for 
grooming the hair of the celebrant, the liturgical comb was used principally in the 
celebration of Mass and, at the end of the Middle Ages, during the ritual of conse-
cration of bishops, having a powerful theological meaning that is activated during 
the liturgy through the use of the object. In the ritual of the consecration of a 
bishop in the second half of the Middle Ages, all of the liturgical objects necessary 
for the performance of the ritual were brought together at the beginning of the 
ceremony, among them a comb. At the end of the ceremony in which he was 
consecrated, the bishop activated the comb as part of his introduction to the 
ecclesiastical community. The presence of liturgical combs in church treasuries 
reflects the sanctity of this object which, in some ways, can be likened to a relic, 
as well as to other objects deposited in the treasury beside bodily relics that are 
material in nature and related to a saint. In the liturgy of the Mass, the liturgical 
comb is activated by the celebrant before the consecration of the bread and wine. 
This preliminary step at the consecration has directly to do with two essential 
aspects of the theological significance of liturgical combs in the performance of 
the ritual. First, it is to express the need for the priest to clean and purify his soul 
before celebrating. Second, this gesture highlights one of the major roles of the 
priest in the liturgy and in the definition of his function within the church: to 
bring order and harmony, as if his hair was the image of the church. The eccle-
siological dimension associated with the theological significance of the liturgical  
comb – that is, its activation both actually and symbolically by the celebrant 
during the liturgy  –  sometimes goes together with the pleasure of offering a 
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beautiful object to a friend, as evidenced by a letter of the ninth century by Loup 
of Ferrières to his friend, the bishop Ebroin: “I sent you an ivory comb, which I 
beg you to keep for your use, so that, by using it, you think more strongly of me. 
I wish you good health.” The exactitude of the material of the comb sent by Loup 
of Ferrières to Ebroin seems essential in considering the theological meaning of 
liturgical combs as activated in the liturgy. Indeed, I do not think that the pre-
cious material with which the object was made was mentioned only anecdotally. 
I think it highlights the role of ivory in the theological significance of the object 
in relation to the activity of the bishop in his church, working for the establish-
ment of order and harmony, the image of which is his hair. In this sense, we can 
consider that the choice of ivory expresses the idea of the mirror, the speculum, 
which must represent the liturgical comb and which is thus supposed to reflect 
the action of the bishop in his church, and that is activated by the comb at the 
moment the sacramental celebration of the Eucharist.

Figure 31-4  Liturgical comb, Paris, Musée du Louvre. Source: Musée du Louvre.
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One of the major publications in the field of liturgical objects is the catalog 
of liturgical bronze censers, or thuribles, in the period between the year 800 
and the year 1200, Mittelalterliche Weihrauchfässer von 800 bis 1500, by Hiltrud 
Westerman‐Angerhausen. This volume greatly enhances our knowledge of litur-
gical censers from the medieval period and offers a much broader vision of these 
objects, one that goes beyond the strict context of art history. The classification of 
liturgical thuribles in the catalog does not follow the usual alphabetical or chrono-
logical order. Instead, Westerman‐Angerhausen has wisely opted for a typological 
classification which, although the categories correspond largely to the chronology 
and geography of the production of the thuribles, provides an insight into the 
subject that is both technical and iconographic. We can only praise the richness 
and precision of this catalog, which lists all thuribles produced between 800 and 
1500, and which describes and analyzes them in all their aspects, thus giving a 
clear vision of the evolution of these objects through much of the Western Middle 
Ages, including a fruitful perspective on the geographical areas of production. 
The first part of the book provides a detailed overview of the history of liturgical 
censers from the Carolingian period until the end of the Middle Ages. But even 
more, these pages are based on an interdisciplinary approach, one which thor-
oughly addresses the historical, exegetical, archeological, and material aspects of 
these objects. Westermann‐Angerhausen introduces the subject by looking at the 
material “incense” throughout history, showing a perfect cultural continuity bet-
ween non‐Christian societies of Antiquity and the strictly liturgical use of incense 
in Christianity. These pages devoted to the topic of the “incense” as well as to the 
production of thuribles contribute to the anthropological approach proposed by 
the author. As to inscriptions on thuribles, Westermann‐Angerhausen is rightly 
concerned with these as well as with the notion of the artist’s signature and the 
role of memoria. Exploring the liturgical use of the thuribles, their theological 
exegesis, their iconography, and their typology with a high level of scholarship, 
the author ultimately sees these liturgical objects as cultural, social, and liturgical 
windows onto the Western Middle Ages. In all this, the author draws two impor-
tant conclusions. First, liturgical thuribles are somehow “real” reproductions in 
miniature of the heavenly Jerusalem on earth, activated by the liturgical use of 
incense and the aroma of Christ during the performance of the rituals. Second, 
Westermann‐Angerhausen stresses the important role played by liturgical exegesis 
in the vision offered by the thuribles of the Middle Ages. Toward this end, she 
conducts a rich exploration of the long passage devoted to these objects in the 
art manual, On the Various Arts, written in the eleventh century by the monk 
Theophilus. In this text, Theophilus makes a description of the production of the 
thurible and its fully theological purpose in reference to the Heavenly Jerusalem.

In conclusion, it seems to me that studies engaging the intersection of art and 
liturgy during the last decade have broadened out to topics like the study of the 
five senses as well as a very specific use of archeology and iconography, and have 
reinvigorated the investigation of liturgy and art in the Middle Ages. What is 
also very remarkable is the distinct opening up to both the philosophical and the 
theological dimension of the understanding of the relationship between art and 
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liturgy. It is my hope that future directions will develop this full reintegration of 
the philosophical and theological aspects even further in order to achieve a better 
understanding the intersection between art and liturgy.

Notes

1	 See the bibliography at the end of this chapter.
2	 Buc, Dangers of Ritual; Muir, Ritual in Early Modern Europe.
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Architectural Layout: Design, 
Structure, and Construction 

in Northern Europe
Marie‐Thérèse Zenner

Romanesque and Gothic architectural layouts reflect a creative cultural milieu in 
Northern Europe around 1000–1300 ce. While historians lack documentation 
for medieval design dating before the mid‐thirteenth century, there are relevant 
sources in quantitative thought, such as land‐surveying and the artes mechanicae. 
Recent approaches to technical literature and applied mathematics, from the Late 
Antique through early modern periods, offer medievalists paths for piecing together 
evidence harvested via this diachronic, cross‐disciplinary perspective. Resurgent 
interest in theoretical and applied mathematics during the eighth century achieved 
a level of synthesis by the eleventh century. This synthesis may explain structural 
changes in the Romanesque layout, already visible in an ashlar building from the 
early second half of the eleventh century. This proposed plan for accessing sources 
relevant to medieval layout also poses broader questions on how we view the builder 
and his modes of knowledge transfer.

Introduction

The definition of architectural layout tends to vary in tandem with historiographic 
trends. Perhaps more than for any other period in European history the story of 
medieval history has unexplainable lacunae: this is not necessarily due to a lack 
of monuments or other records, but because to a large extent we did not know 
where to look and how to see. Late Antiquity and the medieval periods appear 
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to have naturally associated architecture and applied mathematics as two aspects 
of technical thought. Only recently this interdisciplinary juxtaposition became a 
commonplace. This chapter proposes a plan of study for a history that remains to 
be written.1 Fortunately, scholars have indeed published a great deal of original 
work on technical thought and mathematics in relation to architecture for monu-
ments and texts from Antiquity through sixteenth‐century Europe. In response 
this entirely revised chapter suggests a more contextualized, intercultural approach 
for viewing sources for building in Northern Europe between 1000 and 1300 ce.

How do we define architectural layout in view of this new material? Design and 
structure emerge as the core of layout. Here design means linear two‐dimensional 
data articulation (point, line, plane and planar figures). And structure here means 
three‐dimensional expression of the design often in terms of irregular solids 
subject to experientially understood physical laws governing matter and mate-
rials. Geometric design may be a mental concept or a drawing, whose elegance 
resides in independence from number. Once assigned dimensions the transition 
from linear design to spatial construction hinges on the role of structure. In late 
Northern Romanesque and Gothic styles the structure was reduced to the small-
est part of the whole, whether an ashlar stone in walling or an irregular stone 
within independent structural supports. An intelligent transition from linear to 
three‐dimensional design defines the structural efficiency. This defines the art 
of stereotomy. The development of stereotomic, technical thought seen in this 
300‐year time frame contributed to one of the most creative architectural phases 
in Europe.

Medieval creativity is countered by the modern historian’s dilemma faced with 
an apparent dearth of documentation. Documents disappear or go unnoticed 
for many reasons. One is disdainful neglect. The very term “medieval” reflects a 
prejudice against the variant styles that arose in the former Roman colonies, par-
ticularly to the north, independently of possible influences by pan‐Mediterranean 
aesthetics and techniques. Whether in history of science or of mathematics, the 
“medieval” period is still dismissed as a time of ignorance stretching over the 
millennium that witnessed fundamental shifts in religious belief and geopolitical 
centers/structures. Still now many historians regard the post‐Roman (or even 
post‐Greek) period with an attitude of cultural superiority characteristic of colo-
nialist powers, rather than adopting the more neutral attitude that informs the 
arsenal of anthropological or ethnographic inquiry. To cite a parallel from another 
field, for some time now even major pharmaceutical companies are open‐mindedly 
seeking ancient knowledge, notably of healing botanicals, whether by exploring 
shipping logs of the Dutch East India Company (1602–1796) or by interviewing 
shamans in remote areas of the globe. It is a matter of discarding known paradigms, 
categories, and disciplines in order to learn to see from the other’s viewpoint. 
Older civilizations were not less, just differently, informed. The same is true for 
what may be considered the “lost millennium” in Europe. The presumption 
of greater continuity than discontinuity, perhaps under different form, should 
prevail when turning our eye to the medieval past.
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What can be done regarding the apparent lack of written or drawn documen-
tation for Romanesque and most Gothic building? Apart from examining actual 
plans and elevations dating from the mid‐thirteenth century on, we can aim at 
piecing together cultural evidence of technical, quantitative thought. The felici-
tous title Word, Image, Number: Communication in the Middle Ages2 suggests a  
creative/analytic approach. Word (w), image (i), and number (n) are the three dis-
tinct yet complementary languages that have produced separate archives more or 
less since prehistoric times. The three languages (w‐i‐n) have a common grammar: 
the place‐value system (p‐v‐s). Letters require a certain order, so can images and 
numbers. To take a simple visual example: the essential form of a ceramic vase 
can typically be drawn by marking a mirror‐version of a double curve. But to 
draw anything organic such as the elbow of a human arm, each point will vary 
according to an imaginary projected x/y graph that solicits a decision whether 
the subsequent point falls either higher/lower (x) or left/right (y) of the previous 
point. Drawing is as simple as that. The grids often seen on older drawings are not 
there just for transposing the drawing onto another surface, they also reflect/aid 
the mental/physical drawing process.

P‐V‐S is a universal and intuitively understandable concept. Even the law of 
gravity functions in terms of p‐v‐s: each object has its place principally according 
to its mass and weight (unless subject to a vector force). Plan and elevation layouts, 
essentially points and lines, are a perfect example: the stereotomic unit translates 
this point‐by‐point design into structural terms. Recasting the history of ideas 
(and objects) within a common grammar (p‐v‐s) may offer a means to organize 
and compare without regard to relatively artificial, fluctuating boundaries of 
language or disciplines. Regardless the language, documents of potential rele-
vance to architecture exist, it suffices to learn to see. In this light the history of 
layout (design‐structure‐stereotomy) could reveal much about Romanesque and 
Gothic building.

This chapter, therefore, proposes tabula rasa, starting anew with a diachronic 
lens and wider geographic frame for identifying cultural comparanda outside 
known disciplinary boundaries. Thought patterns within the broadly changing 
contexts of post‐Roman Europe have not been readily discernable to us. A phase 
of immense changes can favor thought multiplicities, thought fluidities. The phase 
of architectural creativity beginning in the tenth or eleventh century was almost 
certainly preceded by one of accumulating new experiences. What we recognize 
as science may have more closely resembled humanities then. For example, recent 
work suggests that the values of Late Antique technical, quantitative thought 
were hidden to us due to its more literary, if not organic style of presentation.3

Ironically, presentations of technical thought simultaneously tended to be more 
to the point by adopting a handbook or encyclopedic format, seen in much later 
periods as well.4 We can read in objects from the past that concepts such as the 
availability of time, the preferred language (w‐i‐n), and the corresponding type 
of supporting materials have waxed and waned: we only need to contrast the 
nineteenth‐century popularity of the literary novel with today’s YouTube videos 
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and the (originally) 140‐character tweet  –  the closest approximations for oral 
transmission of the human saga but now on a global scale. It is up to historians 
to recuperate the cultural context for interpreting any surviving object, knowing 
that at best 10% of evidence has survived. Thus, the historian’s paradox of “ambition 
versus doubt.”5

Outline of Proposed Plan of Study

This chapter presumes that quantitative thought has played a crucial role throughout 
the history of building. Few would deny this. Largely due to prejudices, indi-
cated above, potential sources for building during the “lost millennium” remain 
relatively unexploited. We can now identify a shift in historiographic attitudes. 
Some new approaches propose mediated access to ancient science and technology 
via the more familiar framework of humanities. Approaches include qualitative 
research techniques such as social‐contextual inquiry or reception studies of text/
image. Following Meissner’s dissertation on early technical literature, original 
authors within these experimental modes are Serafina Cuomo and Courtney 
Roby.6 The time is ripe for moving toward a diachronic history interlacing mathe-
matics, technical thought, and the core of building – that is layout.

Some definitions are in order. First, what math? Here we consider only sources 
in “actual” mathematics, excluding at least temporarily numerically informed 
discussions in philosophical, theological, symbolic, or hermetic traditions. One of 
the foremost commentators on Euclid was Pappus of Alexandria (Egypt, fl. fourth 
century ce), whose “Mathematical Collection” (Synagoge, c.340 ce) may be con-
sidered the most advanced thinking on topics in arithmetic, geometry, astronomy, 
and mechanics for his time. Pappus remarked that philosophers did not master 
mathematics (book V).7 Hence it seems fair to say that medieval historians have 
gone astray in part due to reliance on philosophical and related texts as sources in 
mathematics for interpreting architecture.

What do we mean by “actual” mathematics? In the past, historians of mathematics 
often sought to distinguish “pure” versus “applied” mathematics, considering prac-
tical aspects unworthy of study. We adopt the idea that all mathematics are applied.8 
What time frame? Although this chapter is concerned with three medieval cen-
turies, it seems wise to aim at documenting the continuity of quantitative thought 
in a wider context. Preferably, a diachronic context from the Late Antique through 
Late Medieval periods, informed by knowledge of Greco‐Roman sources through 
sixteenth‐century developments. Based on a massive cross‐disciplinary review of 
literature covering 2000 years, the proposed plan provides a selection of pertinent 
sources as a starting point.

Finally, how do we approach a source that is relatively unstudied in this 
context? And why? For each source we propose an historiographic summary with 
essential bibliography from the last 10 years or so (critical editions and facsim-
iles of primary sources, selected original studies, and grouped bibliographies for 
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further research, especially to uncover overlooked yet valuable ideas from the 
past. The bibliography from the 2006 chapter will not be repeated here. Our 
word limit restricts comments to main themes relevant to layout: direct linear 
measure, measure at a distance, proportion, module, geometry versus arithmetic; 
angular motion (weight/mass, vector force); drawings, diagrammatic reasoning, 
use of rule and compass; stereotomy; visualization of data, technical thought.

Sources are presented in two sections. Each source uniquely combines w‐i‐n  
(word‐image‐number) languages. Section I presents sources in mathematics 
and technical thought that may best define the cultural context for architecture 
leading up to the period 1000–1300 ce. These four sources span over a thousand 
years: 1.1 Euclidean geometry traditions, 1.2 collected works of the Roman land‐
surveyors, 1.3 mechanical arts, and 1.4 mathematical syntheses of these sources 
in Northern Europe beginning in the eighth century. Section II presents three 
“monuments” representing quantitatively informed architectural knowledge. 
These records span approximately 13 centuries prior to c.1300 ce: 2.1 Vitruvius’ 
De architectura especially on mechanics, 2.2 the inscribed, scaled Plan of St. Gall 
depicting a complex site layout with monastic church and everyday living areas, 
and 2.3 the commented drawings of architecture and machines in the Portfolio 
of Villard de Honnecourt.

Section I: Sources in Mathematics and Technical Thought

1.1  Euclidean Geometry Traditions

Traditions in geometry are included as a benchmark for formal quantitative 
thought. Euclid of Alexandria (Egypt, fl. 300 bce) summarized an older tradition 
by rigorously presenting the rules of geometry known in his time. While no 
original manuscript survives from his time, for over 2000 years scholars have 
copied, edited, commented on, changed, or added to this book of rules. The 
phrase “Euclidean geometry” here refers globally to the later transmission of 
this Hellenistic text. This source remains a principal foundation of knowledge: 
it embodies the intersection between logic and the physical world, within the 
history of quantitative, technical thought.

The Euclidean “book of rules” compresses much data into a near absolute 
minimum of words, images, and number (w‐i‐n), which offers many points of 
access and interpretation. Here the term “geometry” refers strictly to formal 
concepts delineated with rule and compass. The written rules (definitions, axioms, 
postulates, theorems) can and have existed independently from the images, and 
were subject to change. It may be for these reasons that many medieval manu-
scripts omit some or all rules known to us today: their lack is inconclusive evidence, 
at this stage, for presuming ignorance.

Manuscripts of Euclidean geometry also reveal a complex interrelationship with 
number. Among the thirteen books four treat number theory (books VII–X), and 
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number appears in other books as well. We understand arithmetic here as a code 
for describing and predicting quantity in terms of the spatial forms established by 
geometry (i.e. layout and length of lines and arcs). It would appear that these two 
forms of logic eventually grew into independently functioning languages (i‐n) 
with fully developed rules, either inherent or expressed in words (w). As we shall 
see below, geometry and arithmetic continue to have a complex interrelation-
ship in the later sources for quantitative, technical thought as applied to physical 
objects, including architecture.

Historians of mathematics have made significant recent contributions. French 
researcher Bernard Vitrac has produced a philologically informed, multivolume 
critical edition of the source texts; a useful English overview conceived as an 
online supplement to the Dictionary of Scientific Biography; and a book‐length 
study with rich bibliography that is the best source on the manuscript transmis-
sion.9 On use of arithmetic in Euclidean geometry or the “changing relationships 
between geometric and arithmetic ideas in medieval Europe,” see Leo Corry’s 
study of book II, with extensive general bibliography.10 Of potential interest for 
architecture is the question of drawings or, rather, diagrams, which has solicited 
a great deal of attention both regarding Euclid and, more generally, themes such 
as model‐based reasoning or visualization of data in mathematics and science.11

1.2  Collected Works of the Roman Land‐Surveyors

Better known under its Latin name Corpus agrimensorum Romanorum (CAR), 
the collected writings, drawings, and measurements of the land‐surveyors (known 
as agrimensores or gromaticis) provide a rich resource for quantitative, technical 
thought between the first century ce through the early medieval period. The 
CAR incorporated aspects of Euclidean geometry and may be considered a direct 
source for techniques of linear measure, measuring height at a distance, and 
two‐dimensional (planar) geometry in application to architecture.

The CAR bibliography features numerous new text editions and secondary 
literature. For critical editions of collected texts in the early period see Campbell, 
and for texts dating between the fourth and eighth centuries, Del Lungo.12 New 
or forthcoming critical editions of individual texts by gromatici include five 
volumes by Guillaumin.13 In this context we should consider the new critical 
edition of Metrica, attributed to Heron of Alexandria (fl. first century ce).14 For 
the best overview, see Roby’s study on the cultural context (linguistic, literary, 
scientific, technical, and juridical aspects).15 A rich group of secondary sources 
focuses on geometrical questions in specific texts.16 For a well‐presented, illus-
trated archeological case study see Romano.17

1.3  Mechanical Arts, from “Ars mechanica” to “Artes mechanicae”

Over the course of the “lost millennium” we see increasing interest in applying 
mathematically informed technology to practical three‐dimensional problems. 
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Specialized technical literature with its own vocabulary developed from about 
the time of Vitruvius onward.18 The limited focus proposed here, perhaps surpris-
ingly, is on mechanics for military purposes, extending from Vitruvius’ personal 
engineering knowledge, as related in book X of his treatise, through the use of 
Roman and Late Antique military treatises into the tenth century.19 Tools and 
lifting machines for building construction, or even a continually turning millstone 
actioned by cranks fueled by a water or wind energy source, seem inherently less 
sophisticated than the complex mechanics of motion informing military artillery 
machines designed to conform to the less predictable, changing requirements for 
angled motion projected over long distances.

We hypothesize a parallel here with later developments in architectural layout, 
as design/structure moved from single point (rounded arch) to multipoint struc-
tural focus (pointed arch/vault). The concept of resistance to angular motion 
(mass and counter‐thrust) might be considered the essence of Gothic layout 
(design/structure‐as‐stereotomy). Yet we have demonstrated structural inno-
vations, probably equivalent to angular motion, in a Romanesque building in 
Burgundy that pre‐dates Cluny III.20 Fortunately, it seems the exploration of 
mechanical arts has begun in relation to Gothic if not pre‐Gothic architecture.21

Context and conceptualization matter. Ancient natural philosophy consciously 
addressed the opposition of nature versus machine.22 Of particular interest are 
studies on mental construction and visualization of machines, and visual logic of 
diagrams used in the “new profession of engineers trained in mathematics.”23 For 
the texts in mechanics by Heron of Alexandria, refer to bibliography and manu-
script editions provided in Roby, Technical Ekphrasis (see especially Schellenberg).24 
Discussions of mathematical principles in Heron’s works are pertinent here.25 
A fourth‐century text, Epitoma rei militaris (commonly known as De Re Militari) by 
Vegetius describes siegecraft; this text was widely influential in the Middle Ages.26 
Future research may be able to discern a continuum of thought regarding physical 
matter and mechanics, accumulated throughout the Middle Ages.

1.4  Mathematical Syntheses in Northern Europe 
Beginning in the Eighth Century ce

Our focus here is geometrical knowledge in application to architecture in 
Northern Europe prior to c.1100 since this period is relatively little studied in 
Anglophone graduate schools in spite of the foundational role of Romanesque 
building within the field. From at least the eighth century ce in northern France 
and Germanic regions, as well as the islands of Ireland and England, there was 
increasing interest in what may be simply labeled quantification, in large part due 
to gradual knowledge transfer from Southern Europe, notably from Italy and 
Spain. Among the many activities related to numeracy were time reckoning and 
forms of counting. In this cultural context, often within the same manuscripts, 
eventual syntheses of geometrical thought also emerged (c.750–c.1050): two 
demonstrated sources are the Euclidean tradition and the Corpus agrimensorum 
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Romanorum tradition (CAR). As with the previously named sources, this material 
at least indirectly treats the use of rule and compass in drawing. The principal 
figure of this period was the very traveled polymath scholar‐teacher Gerbert of 
Aurillac (c.946–d. 1003), later elected the first French pope (Sylvester II, in 999), 
and credited with transmitting mathematical knowledge from Arabic sources.27

The historiography continues to evolve on these early medieval sources but 
among a relatively small circle of scholars, principally historians of mathematics, 
classicists, and manuscript specialists. On Euclidean transmission in Carolingian 
schools, see Stevens; on the period before c.1100 see Folkerts.28 On the continuation 
of the CAR tradition through Gerbert’s time, with sample geometrical problems, 
see most recently Folkerts; and on a relatively little studied ninth‐century manu-
script see a 1982 lengthy, textual study by Toneatto.29 Works by Jacquemard posit 
one or more Geometria incerti auctoris (GIA), and treat a problem of potential 
architectural relevance (measuring height from a distant point).30

The introduction of Arabic science in the tenth century in the sphere of 
Gerbert is treated from two viewpoints by Folkerts and Moyon.31 Gerbert’s tenth‐
century Geometria is the focus of two studies on angular distance, which may be 
compared with an older study on angular geometry in the eleventh century.32 
A student of Gerbert, Fulbert, may have played a role in facilitating knowledge 
transfer: Fulbert was at the cathedral school in Chartres from the 990 s ce, before 
becoming bishop of Chartres (1006–d. 1028).33 Finally and quite significantly, 
Jacquemard persuasively argues that the contents of twelfth‐century geometries 
were already known in the eleventh century.34 Much of what historiographers 
have reserved for Gothic building could have come into play already in the 
Romanesque period, as our on‐site work suggests (see Section 1.3, and n. 19 on 
Zenner dissertation above).

Section II: Three “Monuments”

2.1  Marcus Vitruvius Pollio, “De architectura”, c.30/25 bce

Vitruvius’ ten scrolls (“books”) represent a benchmark in the content and vocab-
ulary of Latin technical literature. This treatise is a comprehensive précis within 
three overarching fields of knowledge, for the most part grouped into separate 
books: architecture (aedificatio: books I–VIII), astronomy/astrology (gnomonice: 
book IX), and mechanics (machinatio: book X).35 Vitruvius wrote for the Roman 
emperor Augustus, while often referring to pre‐Roman technical knowledge. This 
treatise’s posterity is exceptional: it has now been read, commented on, interpreted, 
or abridged fairly regularly over the course of 2000 years.36 Despite the extensive 
literature on De architectura two original intercultural studies appeared recently, 
providing complementary reception studies for its technical and literary aspects.37

Of particular interest here are the mostly older studies on design‐related 
themes in the treatise or on built comparanda (measure, proportion, symmetry, 
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arithmetic, geometry, drawing with rule and compass versus the Greek tradition 
of orally presenting space).38 Perhaps the most clear and convincing argument 
on the role of arithmetic versus geometry in ancient architecture is the 2009 dis-
sertation, by Geertman’s student van Krimpen‐Winckel, which she based on an 
exhaustive metrological/archeological survey of private architecture in Italy in 
the first century ce. She agrees with Geertman and Frey, in effect, that geometric 
proportions in the design were converted to round numbers for ease of com-
municating and verifying layout during the construction process.39 Undoubtedly 
for this reason two researchers may indeed find a geometric and an arithmetic/
modular approach within the same building – they are not mutually exclusive, one 
pertains to design, the other to construction.

Finally, the matter of machinatio. In the first nine books the architect was 
presented as being capable of siting and constructing buildings and timekeep-
ing devices. In book X, Vitruvius summarizes the knowledge required for a 
range of civil and military machines, along with the art of defense (Chapter 16, 
stratègèmata). Of interest here are: lifting and mechanical systems (Chapters 2–3, 
mèchanika); throwing machines (Chapters 10–12, belopoiika); and siege machines 
(Chapters 13–15, mèchanèmata).40 Vitruvius’ opening and closing statements 
in Chapter 3 (X: 3,1 and 3,9) relate the fundamental mechanical principals of 
straight line and circle, as derived from ancient mechanics.41 For a recent study on 
Vitruvius’ mechanics see Fleury and Madeleine.42

In summary, the textual tradition on architecture beginning here with 
Vitruvius in the late first century bce (and originally partially illustrated), 
promises to be an important source for all relevant issues in layout, as well 
as for the wider context of emerging Latin technical literature. Using new 
historiographic lenses, future synthetic analyses may eventually permit medi-
evalists to identify explicit paths of transmission and incorporation of Vitru-
vian concepts such as numeracy and architectural layout within the medieval 
builder’s tool kit.

2.2  Plan of St. Gall. St. Gallen, Stiftsbibliothek,  
“Codex Sangallensis 1092”, c.819 or c.827/30 ce

The Plan of St. Gall is a rare document. It is nearly the only surviving medieval 
plan from before the mid‐thirteenth century, a gap of over 400 years.43 An 
apparent gift between abbots of two Benedictine communities (physically situ-
ated on or near Lake Constance along the current German–Swiss border, then 
within the cultural sphere of Aachen), this parchment still exists nearly 1200 
years later because it was safely housed at St. Gall, one of the oldest surviving 
libraries. In the past 40 years the Plan of St. Gall has stimulated unprecedented 
interest.44 Over 300 legends indicate functional specifications as if the plan were 
conceived as a building model; even if only intended for conceptual discussion 
in view of the early ninth‐century reform, the plan offers evidence for threading 
together early medieval concepts of layout.
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The layout is complex, comprising a monastic church and cloister along with the 
multitude of vernacular buildings or spaces required by a self‐sustaining agricultural 
community.45 The Vitruvian tradition of optimal siting for promoting healthy 
conditions may have played a role: an inscription indicates the cardinal direction 
East. In this context, it may be fruitful to consider the epitome of Vitruvius’ trea-
tise by M. Cetius Faventinus (fl. third? century ce).46 Finally, close examination 
of the Plan of St. Gall has confirmed use of compass and straightedge (rule); the 
discussions on modularity, proportion, and metrology continue to evolve.47 
A philological discussion on the presence of columns or piers in the church plan 
raises the question of structure and construction.48 Data mining and “diagram-
matic reasoning” will undoubtedly continue with regard to this exceptional plan.

2.3  Portfolio of Villard de Honnecourt. Paris, Bibliothèque  
Nationale de France, MS Fr 19093

A northern French draftsman(?) known to us as Villard de Honnecourt produced 
a small handbook of drawings (c.1220–c.1240) to which others added drawings 
and inscriptions (up to c.1275/1300?).49 Although probably intended for private 
purposes, Villard’s handbook is as well known today as Leonardo da Vinci’s 
drawings for the diversity of artistic/technical disciplines and materials, which, 
at least in the case of Villard, has proved disconcerting for the modern viewer 
accustomed to disciplinary specialization. Like Vitruvius (fl. 25 bce) and da Vinci 
(1452–1519), Villard’s work treats art and architecture, mechanical engineering 
and the natural environment.50

As hoped in writing the 2004/2006 version of this chapter, recent studies 
do address the medieval builder’s knowledge. For example, Nussbaum con-
siders knowledge transfer among lodges and journeymen in relation to Villard.51 
Perhaps the most stimulating new interpretation is the finding by Barnes’s for-
mer student, Dr. Rebecca Price, that seemingly random forms reveal underlying 
geometric patterns.52 If coded, such drawings could have served as mnemonic 
devices, and the handbook should be reviewed in this light.53 Others have focused 
on Villard’s drawings as evidence of the medieval viewpoint, which in this case is 
closely related to the builder’s knowledge.54

On the whole, Villard studies continue to concentrate on technical or quan-
tified aspects of architectural drawing, layout, or masonry. On the question of 
arithmetic/module versus geometry, Bork most recently concluded his anti‐Hecht 
argument (1969–1970) by suggesting they were “complementary strategies” that 
“deserve far more detailed and rigorous exploration.”55 It is to be hoped that our 
own, Geertman/van Krimpen‐Winckel’s, and Bork’s similar findings will put an 
end to continuing arguments that these two design layout approaches, especially in 
the same building, must necessarily be incompatible.56 Finally, recent work on ste-
reotomic exercises depicted in the handbook should contribute to positioning the 
handbook’s stereotomic drawings among the best evidence of thirteenth‐century 
technical thought in future syntheses on the history of applied mathematics.57
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Concluding Remarks

This chapter proposes solutions for addressing the well‐known lack of documents 
that could provide evidence for creative design and technical thought underpin-
ning structures built in Northern Europe during the period 1000–1300 ce. The  
obvious solution is to look at the building itself: as ever, an analytical archeology 
of the monument that can synthesize a maximum of perspectives remains the 
first, best, and last interpretable record. Indeed most new studies follow this 
path whether by measuring, imaging, and analyzing the structural forces or the 
construction materials and process. The less obvious solution is to look for other 
forms of documentation wherein the primary language(s) may be image or num-
ber, rather than word. One example is an article on incised stonemasons’ draw-
ings of geometric forms (mainly circles, ovals, spirals).58 This chapter has opted to 
propose potential sources wherein the primary language is often number (i.e. of 
mathematical nature, which typically means geometry here). In fact, each of the 
proposed seven sources in applied mathematics and architectural thought reveals 
its own combination of word, image, number (w‐i‐n). The sources are examined 
as evidence for studies by future students of architectural layout, in particular of 
medieval layout.

In this light, we need to evoke historiographic issues regarding our phrase 
“sources in applied mathematics.” A classicist who studies literature of ancient 
Greek science and technology considered the question of theoretical and applied 
mathematics in a recent chapter, in which he states that Euclid’s geometry is 
purely theoretical while admitting philological evidence that geometry began as a 
practical activity among “rope‐stretchers”; Asper contrasts the isolated intellec-
tual’s ludic approach to math in fifth‐ and fourth‐century Greece with the much 
older history of practical mathematics (measuring, counting) among professionals 
who enjoyed a lower social status.59 Class status figures as a pervasive historio-
graphic theme in many fields. In mathematical terms, the equation seems to be 
low social status, low content math. Another frequent term is “elite.” Historians 
in many disciplines continue to insist on a dichotomy opposing literate “elite” 
and the other. While we understand arguments that such distinctions were valid 
within their historical sociological context, it closes a door.

In Cuomo’s writings on mathematics the bias of social/economic/literacy issues 
is refreshingly absent. This is a more fruitful approach since it opens that door to 
a possibility that the first millennium may eventually be understood as a period of 
technical/proto‐scientific quantification, the foundations for early modern tech-
nology and science. We would argue that for the same reasons the medieval histo-
riographic dichotomy between patron and builder (or any manual worker) should 
be re‐evaluated.60 High aesthetic (or other functionality) can operate indepen-
dently of any other high or low status. Ideally the gauge for full “literacy” should 
comprise capacities to understand and use image, or number, as well as word.

There are also design practice issues to clarify. Our 2006 chapter evoked method-
ological pitfalls, one reason for suggesting tabula rasa here. Other longer essays 
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have since appeared elucidating the methodological issues. The most useful is by 
Yeomans, who agrees with the need for presenting a hypothetical plan design in 
terms of a step‐by‐step setting out on the ground.61 We accept that this is also 
the best means for analyzing a design. Yeomans is perhaps the first to understand 
and positively evaluate my design hypotheses,62 except on two historiographic/
methodological points worth clarifying for future studies. First, Yeomans inserts 
bias by stating that “[h]er obsession with finding circles … seems to have led her 
astray” (p. 43); this appears to ignore the methodological explanation that circles 
were part of an AutoCAD experiment that ultimately led to this novel hypo-
thesis.63 Second, Yeomans writes “she then fails to establish a realistic setting‐out 
sequence” (p. 43, and n. 35). We proposed circles, essentially intersecting arc 
lengths: (i) as an efficient means to transfer the geometric design (rather than 
using arithmetic measure, which requires establishing perfect right angles at 
building corners); (ii) as the only apparent means for geometrically “calculating” 
wall thickness, a unique feature in design studies before the Renaissance it seems; 
and (iii) due to limited space and b&w figures the layout geometrically implies, 
if not actually shows, the sequence of straight lines Yeomans is seeking: they are 
obtained by aligning and connecting intersection points.64 Here we hoped that 
marking the implied straight lines would have become the final (rather than first) 
step in setting out. Our analysis thereby aimed at addressing design creation 
before and perhaps during its transfer to the ground.

Layout can be seen as a mathematical object, manually implemented at each 
stage. Based on experience in physical analysis on‐site and in subsequent design 
analysis, this chapter proposes linear design and multipoint structure as core 
aspects of design layout. Design/structure meet in the intelligent transfer from 
planar to solid.65 Practical discoveries over long periods could eventually lead 
to conceptualization.66 Increasing individualization of regular stereotomic units 
(ashlar stones within dynamic walling) and irregular stereotomic units (within 
other supports and vaulting) formed the organically fluid vocabulary that permit-
ted an evolution from late Romanesque toward Gothic in the apparent desire to 
find more efficient solutions to countering angular motion.67 Language evolved 
in roughly this same period.68 As a basis for studies on European constructive 
building geometry, see a fuller discussion of the “practical geometry” debate in 
recent works by Cohen.69

As a final note in the debate on “practical” geometry – set against the relative 
lack of obvious evidence for medieval technical thought on architecture – we can 
ask the question not only what did the medieval builder know, but how did he 
come to know it? Recent historiographic themes for Late Antiquity through the 
early modern period may shed some light on the matter. On useful knowledge, 
journeymen mobility, guilds, and technical knowledge see Davids.70 On oral trans-
mission or what Formisano’s review describes as the “relationship between orality 
and writing in professional training in antiquity” see Meissner.71 Another aspect is  
knowledge transfer through traveling or “inter‐urban tramping” (cf. Wanderungen, 
Wanderschaft Walz, reflecting a number of recent articles and active guild 
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associations in Germanic countries and Central Europe). For early to late medi-
eval textual records on this phenomenon, including travel as far as the Near East, 
consult Binding.72

Peripatetic or not, artisans have shown evidence of keeping hands‐on know‐
how to themselves by simply withholding (or distorting) knowledge. Texts and 
drawings for patrons may show a machine from every angle in a single view but 
carefully stop short of demonstrating applicable measures or even proportions.73 
Vitruvius, and quite possibly Late Antique mathematicians such as Pappus, either 
tacitly withhold or openly state they are not revealing all they know: this may be 
a rhetorical device but in view of the above it is likely true. On the intentional 
lack of precise detail in De architectura see Courrént: “aucune technique, aucune 
formule n’est développée intégralement et précisément dans le traité. L’activité 
créatrice reste l’apanage de l’architecte.”74 Will these sources nonetheless reveal 
quantitative thought? If we add to this a rich ancient culture of verbal commu-
nication, memory, and the coded language of hand gestures, all of which leave 
no record, by definition, it is perhaps not so surprising that so few records have 
survived on the technical thought informing medieval architectural design layout.

Notes

1	 The previous version of this chapter (written in 2004, published in 2006) was an 
experimental attempt to promote studies on the medieval builder’s “education.” 
Drawing from on‐site work for the dissertation (1989–1992), our repeated call 
for renewal in medieval architectural studies dates to 1995. The concept of uniting 
serious study of “scientific” sources in mathematics with the monumental archeol-
ogy of medieval architecture was sufficiently original to receive a Getty Postdoc-
toral Fellowship (1996–1997). The vagaries of life obliged retirement from medieval 
studies in 2004 but it is a pleasure to accept Conrad Rudolph’s renewed invitation to 
participate in this new Companion series edition and we offer this revised chapter in 
the hope that it may serve as a guide for future students.

Since this version builds on the previous one, the student would do well to begin 
with the 2006 text. It presents a didactically oriented historiography of layout, with 
a commented bibliography including references that are generally well known to 
medieval architectural historians. The current text, which could be titled “Architec-
tural Layout, Then and Now,” takes into account some of the more original recent 
studies in literary, technical, and mathematical thought in the pan‐Mediterranean 
of the first millennium CE. Many of these works figure among the first generations 
of “interdisciplinary‐native” studies. It is an exciting time for historical inquiry. The 
advanced student, as well as the scholar, of medieval architecture in Northern Europe 
may find that an external, diachronic viewpoint can provide the context, vocabulary, 
and conceptual structure required for identifying increasing threads of continuity in 
architecturally relevant knowledge up to and through the first half of the second mil-
lennium, despite the obvious permutations through time and space.

2	 John J. Contreni and Santa Casciani, eds. (Forence, 2002).
3	 For a brief historiographic overview, see Doody et al., “Structures.”
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4	 See Formisano, “Late Latin.” Also Davids, “Introduction: ‘Useful Knowledge’.”
5	 Phrase adapted from title of intellectual biography by Lemoine, Fernand Braudel.
6	 Meissner, Die technologischen Fachliteratur; Cuomo, Ancient Mathematics; Technology  

and Culture; Ancient Numeracy; and Roby, Technical Exkphrasis, esp. Chapter 4, 
“Diagram and Artefact,” pp. 152–191, and Chapter 5, “Description and Instruction,” 
pp. 192–242, with bibliography on quantitative sources. For a new look at the Roman 
approach to science see Lehoux, What Did the Romans Know?

7	 After Cuomo, Pappus, Chapter 2, esp. p. 58. It is not yet clear whether Pappus’ work 
was known in medieval Northern Europe. Nonetheless, Pappus provides insight into 
the state of Late Antique “applied” mathematics.

8	 Ferreirós, “On the Very Notion.” On “mixed” mathematics see Roux, “Forms.” The 
term “real” mathematics is yet another kettle of fish!

9	 Euclide d’Alexandrie, Les “Eléments,” Vitrac, ed.; Vitrac, “Euclid” and “Quand?”
10	 Quote cited from Corry abstract; see “Geometry and Arithmetic,” also on history 

and historiographic issues of the manuscript traditions in the medieval period.
11	 For online image see Casselman, “One of the Oldest Extant Diagrams.” On Euclidean 

diagrams see Panza, “The Twofold Role,” with important bibliography. In addition 
to Roby on ancient diagrams (as in n. 6 above), see North, “Diagram and Thought 
in Medieval Science”; and Lüthy and Smets, “Words, Lines, Diagrams, Images” on 
the post‐medieval scientific context.

12	 Campbell, The Writings; Del Lungo, La Pratica agrimensoria.
13	 From Balbus‐to‐Vitruvius Rufius refer to Guillaumin’s editions, under Primary 

Sources in this chapter’s bibliography.
14	 Acerbi and Vitrac, eds., Metrica. Also see Vitrac, “Héron d’Alexandrie et le corpus 

métrologique.”
15	 Roby, “Experiencing Geometry,” with important bibliography.
16	 Cuomo, “Divide and Rule.” See Guillaumin, “La classification des figures,” as well as 

his professional site for additional titles, noted here under References.
17	 Romano, “The Archaeology of Mathematics.”
18	 Fögen, Wissen, for its extensive bibliography for Vitruvius (on mechanics), Frontinus 

(Strategemata), and Vegetius. On Antiquity’s ars mechanica to the medieval artes 
mechanicae see Whitney, “Artes mechanicae” and, generally, the reference Mantello 
and Rigg, Medieval Latin, on development of thought and language in diverse fields. 
On emergence of artes mechanicae in the Carolingian period see Meier, “Baumeister 
Europas?” On technology, Bes, “Technology in Late Antiquity.”

19	 See main discussion of Vitruvius in Section 2.1, below. On medieval developments 
and the role of military education, see Bachrach, Warfare, and Chevedden, “Artil-
lery in Late Antiquity,” as well as older bibliography cited therein, notably Marsden 
(1969, 1971) on the history and treatises.

20	 See Zenner’s 1994 dissertation, cited in our 2006 chapter, p. 551. The early date and 
technological advances present at St. Etienne in Nevers (c.1068/74–c.1090) have 
yet to enter the scholarly literature.

21	 Although I was unable to consult it before publication, a recent collection on the 
geometry of military or naval construction looks promising, Nowacki and Lefèvre, 
eds., Creating Shapes.

22	 For philosophically informed studies of the principal authors on mechanics through 
the Late Antique, see Schiefsky, “Art and Nature”; and Berryman, The Mechanical 
Hypothesis.
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23	 See Popplow and Lefèvre, respectively, in Homo Faber. Quote is from abstract in 
Bogen, “Diagrammatic Reasoning.”

24	 Hans Michael Schellenberg, “Anmerkungen zu Heron von Alexandria und seinem 
Werk über den Geschützbau,” in Hans Michael Schellenberg, Vera Elisabeth 
Hirschmann, and Andreas Krieckhaus, eds., A Roman Miscellany: Essays in Honour of 
Anthony R. Birley on His Seventieth Birthday (Gdansk, 2008), pp. 92–130.

25	 Schiefsky, “Theory and Practice.” Vitrac, “Mécanique et mathématiques,” and Laird, 
“Heron.” For post‐medieval comparanda see Palmerino, “The Geometrization of 
Motion.”

26	 See Allmand, The “De Re Militari” of Vegetius, for discussion, bibliography, and 
editions.

27	 For extensive historiographic and bibliographic summary see Materni, “Attività 
scientifiche.”

28	 Stevens, “Euclidean Geometry”; Folkerts, The Development, Chapter III, “Euclid 
in Medieval Europe” (revised version of 1989 text). Folkerts addresses specific 
Geometria treatises in Essays on Early Medieval Mathematics, Chapters VII–IX, see 
also Chapter X.

29	 Folkerts, “Die Mathematik der Agrimensore.” Toneatto, “Note sulla tradizione.”
30	 Jacquemard, “Recherches sur la composition” and “La mesure d’une hauteur.”
31	 Folkerts, “Remarks on Mathematical Terminology.” Moyon, “La géométrie 

pratique.” See also discussion of first scholastic evidence of Arabic‐Latin Euclid 
in the twelfth century, in Lejbowicz, “Le premier témoin.”

32	 Guillaumin, “Les deux définitions,” and Jacquemard, “Erectio, inclinatio”; Lejbowicz, 
“La géométrie de l’angle.”

33	 For the cultural context and building project for a new cathedral (1020–1037) see 
Rouche, Fulbert.

34	 Jacquemard, “Avant la Practica geometriae.”
35	 See most complete critical edition by an interdisciplinary group of scholars under 

direction of Gros (1969–2009; reprint 2015); and on developing terminology, 
Callebat and Fleury, Dictionnaire des termes techniques.

36	 For the best overviews in Greek and Roman architecture, with chapters on design 
and building methods and current bibliography, see Ulrich and Quenemoen, 
A Companion to Roman Architecture, esp. Chapters 7–10, 22, 24; and Miles, 
A Companion to Greek Architecture, esp. Chapters 5, 7, 16.

37	 Courrént, “La construction du savoir”; and McEwen, Vitruvius.
38	 Refer to bibliography in Blackwell Companion series volumes, cited in n. 36 above, 

for works by Bommelaer, ed.; Geertman and de Jong, eds.; Frézouls, Gros, Hasel-
berger, Jacobson, and Wilson Jones; more recently, see Senseney’s studies proposing 
geometrical hypotheses (circular geometry, 6‐petal rosette, inscribed triangles, sets of 
equal squares).

39	 See van Krimpen‐Winckel, “Ordinatio,” English text online, 1:14, n. 42, n. 43; 
1:31–38, followed by discussion of Vitruvian architecture.

40	 Chapters’ names in Greek adapted from symposium directed by Fleury, “Autour 
des machines de Vitruve. L’Ingénierie romaine: textes, archéologie et restitution,” 
June 2015, University of Caen Basse‐Normandie, http://vitruve.hypotheses.org, 
accessed 13 August 2018.

41	 On this theme, see Gros, ed., De architectura, p. 661 and n. 38 (p. 660); p. 665 and 
n. 46 (p. 664).
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42	 Fleury, “Vitruve et le métier d’ingénieur,” as well as his publication list under Refer-
ences. See also Madeleine, “La restitution des machines.”

43	 On textual evidence of medieval plans, see Binding and Linscheid‐Burdich, Planen.
44	 See the library’s facsimile printed edition and two online facsimile sites. For the 

historiography see Jacobsen, in Ochsenbein and Schmuki, eds., Studien. A recent 
dissertation critiques the archeological literature on St. Gall (Chapter 2) as part 
of a broader interdisciplinary analysis of Carolingian monastic architecture, see 
Rulkens, “Means, Motives” also for its bibliography.

45	 See Meier, “Baumeister Europas?” on agriculture, pp. 304–311, and on Vitruvius, 
pp. 291–293, in relation to St. Gall.

46	 See critical edition by Cam (Cetius Faventinus, Abrégé d’architecture privée); Cam 
and Jacquemard, “Les interpolations médiévales,” on manuscript transmission, not-
ing significant changes in late tenth‐ or early eleventh centuries within Gerbert’s 
sphere of influence; and linguistic study, M. Cetius Faventinus Concordance, by Cam, 
Fleury, and Jacquemard.

47	 Most recently on both points, see Huber, in Ochsenbein and Schmuki, eds., Studien.
48	 Binding, “Columna.”
49	 In this chapter’s bibliography, under Facsimiles, see study by Barnes, Portfolio; and 

under Secondary Literature, see his critical bibliography.
50	 On Villard’s historiographic role as the predecessor to Renaissance technical drawing, 

see Lefèvre, Picturing Machines, passim, esp. Chapter 2 on machines and Chapter 6 
on stonemasons’ geometry. On Villard’s machines within early engineering history, 
see Brooks, “The Mechanization,” passim.

51	 Nussbaum, “Planning.”
52	 Barnes, Portfolio, pp. 21–22.
53	 Refer to concluding remarks on oral transmission and trade secrets, below.
54	 Regarding formal typologies based on choir layout, see Schenkluhn, “The Drawings.” 

On drawing as a tool for observation and transmission of layout/elevation geometries, 
see Bork, “Villard’s Laon Tower.”

55	 Bork, “Dynamic Unfolding,” p. 16, and passim on Villard.
56	 Our studies on layout, published in Zenner, “A Proposal for Constructing the 

Plan and Elevation” (2002), found both arithmetic and geometric means present 
in an eleventh‐century case study. Refer also to Vitruvius discussion above, in 
Section 2.1.

57	 See Desbos, “Stereometric Studies” on fols. 20r, 20v, 21r. Refer again to Chapter 6 
in Lefèvre, Picturing Machines. For its brevity and utility we cite use of rule and 
compass within this context, in Tee, “A Note.”

58	 Adamson, “Stonemasons’ Drawings.”
59	 Asper, “Two Cultures of Mathematics,” pp. 122–123, pp. 126, 128–129.
60	 On the highly original concept of “trading zones” where “the learned and the skilled 

communicated” (p. 9), see Long’s most recent work, Artisan/Practitioners, which 
also addresses Vitruvius.

61	 Yeomans, “The Geometry.”
62	 Ibid., pp. 39–43.
63	 Zenner, “A Proposal for Constructing the Plan and Elevation,” p. 29, and n. 12.
64	 For example, Zenner, “A Proposal for Constructing the Plan and Elevation,” p. 50, 

fig.  2.10 indicates three aligned circles whose diameters delineate two parallel 
lines that define internal nave width, along with western internal nave length. 
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Other principal dimensions are established in the cited article’s fig.  2.5 (which 
incidentally does begin with the crossing center point) and its fig. 2.6.

65	 On the mathematics of plane/solid and stereotomy, see Arana and Mancosu, 
“On the Relationship.”

66	 On vaulting experiments in Late Antique provincial areas, see Lancaster, Innovative 
Vaulting, with bibliography.

67	 On stereotomy in construction see Sakarovitch’s publication list. On the history of 
stererotomic practice and (later) statics, see Aita, “Between Geometry.”

68	 On historical use of the terms “practical” or “theoretical” geometry, see Raynaud, 
Géométrie pratique.

69	 Cohen, Beyond Beauty, Chapter 6, esp. pp. 243–269, as well as Cohen’s “Provocative 
Similarities,” an analytical comparison of late Medieval and Renaissance sources.

70	 Davids, “Introduction: ‘Useful Knowledge’.”
71	 Meissner, “Mündliche Vermittlung” with review by Formisano.
72	 Binding, Wanderungen.
73	 See Chapter  2 in Lefèvre, Picturing Machines; and Davids, “Craft Secrecy,” which 
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Sculptural Programs
Bruno Boerner

The most impressive and elaborate works in the history of fine arts undoubtedly 
include the imposing sculptural programs that are found on the façades of Gothic 
cathedrals.1 Some of these can be found in England, e.g. on the façade of Wells, 
and some in Germany. The most imposing examples are, however, to be found 
in northern France.2 The portals of Amiens Cathedral have more than 40 larger‐
than‐life‐size jamb figures that are accompanied by numerous smaller sculptures 
in the tympana, archivolts, and the base level floor. Similar designs can be seen in 
the transepts of the cathedrals of Chartres and Paris. This development reached its 
climax in Reims Cathedral, where the sculptural program extends over all stories 
of the façade and even to the interior of the western façade. Because of their 
continuing presence in the centers of so many medieval towns, these programs 
retained their fame and their modern study began in the nineteenth century.

The term “sculptural programs” implies that these series of figures are interre-
lated and based on a unifying concept, that they are not just an arbitrary collection 
of figures. Yet, we cannot be sure that the sculptor and those responsible for 
the cycle actually always intended thematic consistency between the individual 
images. Michel Pastoureau draws attention to the fact that the word “program,” 
borrowed from the Greek, was unknown in French until the seventeenth century 
and that it was first used in art history by Emile Mâle at the turn of the twentieth  
century.3 Writing about Romanesque capital and façade cycles, Robert A. Maxwell 
warns against ascribing a uniform iconographic concept too hastily, since the 
pragmatic requirements of construction often required the employment of multiple 
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groups of sculptors, a circumstance that contradicts such an assumption.4 
Furthermore, it assumes that the sculptors, who often remained anonymous in 
the High Middle Ages, were not alone in being responsible for the planning but 
that others who were not artists but members of the clergy participated as well. 
These latter commissioned the construction of the cathedrals with their figural 
representations and bore the institutional responsibility for them.

Although modern art historians have often interpreted these sculptural pro-
grams in a rather political way, which will be demonstrated later in this chapter, 
almost all of the programs have a theological basis. One should be aware that the 
methodological approach taken by art historians to disclose the concepts behind 
these figural series is characterized by fundamental difficulties. On the one hand, 
there are only very few medieval texts about the contents of such “programs.” On 
the other, sources provide only very rare and vague information about the authors 
of the figural programs. The question arises which of the theological texts that 
were written in great numbers in the Middle Ages can be reasonably attributed to the 
sculptural series from a historical point of view. It is often problematic to take only 
one medieval text as the conceptual basis of a sculptural series. Although portal 
programs were “read” in the Middle Ages, this involved quite a different con-
cept of reading than that of a continuous text. Apart from some narrative reliefs, 
portal programs are not read from left to right; a more complex type of recep-
tion is involved. The compositional structure of a sculptural portal program may 
offer the “reader” several approaches in various directions. There are horizontal, 
vertical, and even centripetal reading directions because the most prominent 
representation, e.g. a Majestas Domini (Christ in Majesty) or the coronation of 
Mary, is arranged in the central tympanum of the portal.5 Virtually all other elements 
of the image in the framing and lintel of doors or in the archivolts are oriented 
toward this central representation.

The Beginning of the Iconographic Research 
of Sculptural Programs

The earliest iconographic research of medieval cathedral sculptures is closely 
connected with the name of Emile Mâle. The great French scholar published his 
main work about Gothic cathedral cycles at the turn of the nineteenth and twen-
tieth century.6 It was Mâle’s credo that art in the Middle Ages was regarded as 
a method of teaching. The world of religious images was a Biblia Pauperum, a 
Bible of poor men, for him. He thought that the uneducated laity visually learned 
everything from the images and associated this with their religious belief.

Everything that was of interest to humanity was taught to them by the glass paintings 
and the portal statues in the churches: the history of the world since its creation, 
religious doctrines, the exemplary deeds of the saints, the hierarchy of virtues, the 
manifoldness of the sciences, the arts and the handicrafts.
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The basic intention of Mâle’s book was to show that all medieval teachings had 
been plastically represented in many ways in the cathedrals. Since Mâle regarded 
the sculptural ensembles of the cathedrals as an “encyclopedia of knowledge,” 
he organized and presented the huge iconographic material of the cathedral 
façades in accordance with the structural pattern of the most extensive ency-
clopedia of the Middle Ages – the Speculum Maius (Great Mirror) written by 
the Dominican friar Vincent of Beauvais. Because Mâle was convinced that the 
plan of this mirror reflected the divine plan, he used the same four subdivisions 
of Vincent’s work for the four main parts of his study about the iconography 
of cathedrals. Thus he dealt with images of flora and fauna under the heading 
the “Mirror of Nature,” explaining the symbolic meaning of individual animal 
and plant species. He discusses representations of seasonal labor and the seven 
liberal arts in the chapter “Mirror of Science.” The section about the “Mirror 
of Morals” is dedicated to the virtues and vices. The major part of his study is 
dedicated to the “Mirror of History,” which combines scenes of the Old and 
New Testaments, the apocrypha, legends of the saints, and events of salvation 
history as well as the Last Judgment.

Although Mâle was a pioneer in the iconographic research of the cathedrals, 
he could build on essential preliminary work, for there had already been a very 
strong interest in medieval art in the early nineteenth century. In the 1830s, 
for example, important restoration work was beginning to be undertaken in 
the restoration of many of the cathedrals that were slowly falling into decay, with 
sculptures that had often been severely damaged during various civil disorders.

Often, romantic writers spearheaded these initiatives. One of the most 
prominent was Victor Hugo, who directed attention in his novel Notre‐Dame de 
Paris to the portals of the cathedral of the French capital and demanded its resto-
ration, which was started in 1843. Restoration of the sculptural programs made 
it necessary to get an idea of the original appearance of the sculptures and their 
figural programs. As this was not easy, the results varied greatly. A comparatively 
successful approach to the medieval condition was probably the restoration of the 
Notre‐Dame portals in Paris by Jean‐Baptiste Lassus and Eugène Viollet‐le‐Duc. 
They attempted to produce a reconstruction that was as authentic as possible. 
However, the result was greatly influenced by the Gothicism of their time. On 
the other hand, Lassus consulted historic descriptions of the old Paris, e.g. those 
written by Abbé Lebeuf and Guillot de Montjoie, to form a notion of the original 
appearance of medieval figural programs, thus demonstrating historic intuition 
and understanding.7

The enthusiasm for the Middle Ages in these years also resulted in the publi-
cation of numerous new journals that mainly dealt with the research of medieval 
cultural monuments and critically watched over their restoration. These are, 
above all, the Annales archéologiques published by Didron, the Bulletin monu-
mental, the publications of the Congrès archéologiques de France and the Revue de 
l’art chrétien. Many medieval sculptural programs were examined and described 
in these publications for the first time, although the iconographic analyses of 
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the stone ensembles were often very limited. They were mostly restricted to 
discovering the meaning of the symbolic contents of individual motifs. At the 
same time, a large number of studies were made that were an attempt to explain 
Christian art as a whole, in particular Christian art of the Middle Ages. Among 
the most significant publications were Didron’s Iconographie chrétienne from 
1845 and X. Barbier de Montault’s Traité d’iconographie chrétienne in 1870. 
These publications formed the basis on which Mâle could build his studies. 
One of the authors  – Adolphe‐Napoléon Didron (1806–1867)  – had played 
a particularly important role. Mâle used the structure of studies that Didron 
introduced and which included the headlines of nature, science, morals, and 
history that were in accordance with the structure of the Speculum maius by 
Vincent of Beauvais. He knew that Didron had already interpreted the sculp-
tural cycles of the cathedrals as an encyclopedia of knowledge. However, Mâle 
did not agree with Didron in attributing an absolute value to the order of the 
Speculum maius. Mâle used the structure of the Speculum maius to discover the 
deeper meaning of the iconography of the thirteenth century by attempting to 
decipher and explain their logical order. Generally, and above all from the pre-
sent point of view, he demonstrated much more of a historic‐scientific approach 
than Didron had done. It is amazing how he associated theological texts written 
in the Middle Ages with the iconography of the cathedrals, in the process demon-
strating his own superb scholarship. Even today, a hundred years after its first 
edition, L’Art religieux du XIIIe siècle en France is an essential encyclopedia for 
all those who deal with the iconography of the Middle Ages.

However, the time and conditions in which the great French scholar carried 
out his studies must not be neglected. Emile Mâle had also been influenced by the 
efforts at Catholic renewal at the end of the nineteenth century. The fact that his 
studies were not completely free of apologetic interests already becomes obvious 
in the methodological preliminary remarks of his work. Concerning the relation 
between religious art and theological literature, he said:

Literary amour‐propre – the pride of authorship was unknown to the early Middle 
Ages. It was plain that a doctrine belonged not to him who expounded it but to the 
Church as a whole … It follows that the apparently immense library of the Middle 
Ages consists after all of a very few works. Ten well chosen books might almost 
literally be said to take the place of all others. The commentators on the Old and 
New Testaments are summarised in the Glossa ordinaria of Walafrid Strabo … The 
whole of the symbolic liturgy is in the Rationale divinorum officiorum of Gulielmus 
Durandus. The spirit and method of the old preachers live again in the Speculum 
Ecclesiae of Honorius of Autun. Sacred history, as then understood, is found in 
the Historia Scolastica of Peter Comestor and in the Legenda aurea of Jacobus de 
Voragine, profane history in the Speculum historiale of Vincent of Beauvais. All that 
was known of the physical world is summarised in the Speculum naturale, and all 
that was known of the moral world in the Summa Theologica of St Thomas Aquinas, 
epitomised in the Speculum morale. A reader familiar with these works will have 
penetrated the depths of the mediaeval mind.8
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It seems Mâle intended to neglect the developments and different views in 
theological thinking. He perceived medieval art as a perfect world, which had been 
free of the vanities of modernism, in which the word of God was still purely 
revealed in writing and images. On the other hand, modern medievalists know 
very well that the theologians of the Middle Ages had their own culture of dispute, 
including controversies and discussions.9 Even the role of images was the subject 
of discussion.10 Moreover, it is a well‐known fact that the thirteenth century in 
particular was characterized by dramatic developments concerning central questions 
of theology and philosophy. Unfortunately, it seems that these methodical findings 
are not always incorporated into scholarly investigations of art. Even today, art his-
torians often choose any medieval or patristic text as the basis to explain a given 
program, although the text is related to the program only in regard to its content, 
without any demonstrable historical relationship. They justify their approach by 
stating or suggesting that the work in question surely existed in the relevant library 
of the monastery or chapter at the time the cycle was made. As a result, the explana-
tion of the monumental image cycles of the Middle Ages has often been based on 
the same authors over and over again, such as Rupert of Deutz, Honorius of Autun, 
or Hugh of St. Victor. In this regard, it would be quite beneficial for modern icon-
ographic research to develop a more detached and critical view of Mâle’s heritage.

In relation to the main subject of this chapter, there is another reason to ask 
about the actual benefit of Mâle’s study, and this is, in essence, that he rarely 
examined the sculptural programs as independent conceptual systems. It was not 
the individual ensemble of statues that formed an encyclopedia of knowledge for 
him, but cathedral art as a whole. Mâle seldom studied the relations within one 
single sculptural program to discover its specific overall meaning. In his book 
on the art of the thirteenth century, his primary method was to isolate a single 
iconographic motif from its total context and compare it with similar motifs of 
other cycles. If, for example, he compares the relief‐cycle of the virtues and vices 
in the Last Judgment portal at Chartres with those of Paris, Amiens, Sens, and 
Laon, the “Mirror of Morals” is finally formed. The substantial relation of these 
images of virtues and vices to the other elements of the Chartres Last Judgment 
program  –  as well as a possible interpretation of the sculptural program as a 
whole – is of only minor importance for Mâle in his study.

However, there were also scholars at that time who had an interest in the 
specific overall message of a portal program. In 1847, Auguste‐Joseph Crosnier 
(1804–1880), for example, presented his interpretation of the iconography of the 
sculptural cycles of Vézelay at the Société française d’archéologie, which was pub-
lished one year later in the Congrès archéologiques de France. In the tympanum of 
the main entrance, Crosnier discovered the Mission of the Apostles as the central 
theological motif. He found that there is a strong relationship in medieval portal 
sculptures between the tympanum motif and the secondary representations that 
embellish its architectural frame, something that was the case for Vézelay. Crosnier 
believed he discerned the establishment of the church as the principal theme of 
the sculptural decoration in all parts of the doorway.11
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German art historians of the nineteenth century also showed an early interest 
in the interpretation of medieval sculptural programs, e.g. Karl Schnaase in his 
extensive Geschichte der bildenden Künste that was first published in the years 
1843–1864 (2nd edn. 1866–1875). Schnaase’s work was not only the first history 
of art that comprised all epochs, it also became the standard survey of art history 
in Germany in the nineteenth century.12

Although Schnaase devotes only a small part of his work to medieval sculptural 
programs, he studied the aesthetic significance and structure of portal programs 
far more completely than anyone before him. In his book, he mentions the Gothic 
portal cycles of Fribourg (Breisgau), Strasbourg, Amiens, and Chartres, dedicating 
much of his attention to the main entrance of Fribourg Cathedral.13 This is quite 
important with regard to his conclusions and his terminology of sculptural cycles, 
because this sculptural program in southwest Germany is quite different from its 
High Gothic French equivalents. This is particularly true for the architectural frame-
work. The main portal of Fribourg Cathedral does not open out from the façade, 
properly speaking. Instead, the main portal, complete with tympanum and stepped 
figural jambs, is deeply recessed in a porch tower that dominates the west end. The 
sculptural program of the portal proper continues along the side walls of the porch 
entrance, while the main wall into which the portal proper is set functions as their 
background. In other words, the very physical environment in which the viewer per-
ceives the sculptural program differs fundamentally from that of most French portal 
systems. The observer no longer stands in front of a sculptural ensemble. He finds 
himself within a three‐dimensional ensemble of images that directs his eyes not only 
forward and upward but also sideways and to the back. Thus it is not incidental that 
Schnaase mentions the term “spatial symbolism” when talking about the significance 
of portal cycles. Moreover, he does not use the term “portal program,” but “compo-
sition” to describe the programmatic, mental, artistic, and architectural whole of the 
sculptural program. It must be admitted that with the Fribourg porch cycle, which 
was completed by the end of the thirteenth century, Schnaase dealt with one of the 
most complicated iconographic sculptural systems of the High Middle Ages. The 
walls of the porch are decorated with statues of the Seven Liberal Arts, female saints, 
Old Testament figures, the Wise and Foolish Virgins, and the strange figure of the 
Prince of This World whose front shows a seductive youth while his back is covered 
with toads and snakes. Exceptionally, the tympanum combines scenes of Christ’s 
childhood, Passion, and the Last Judgment. The center of the tympanum shows 
a representation of the crucifixion as the main motif. However, it does not appear 
within a narrative context of the Passion, but is the central component of a Last 
Judgment scene, acting to separate the chosen and damned that flank either side.

Schnaase found a reasonable explanation for this unusual composition:

To sum it up, the relief contains the history of salvation and judgment, earth and 
heaven, in such a way that the course of worldly events – although part of the past 
from the human perspective – fuses with the outcome of the separation of the righ-
teous and the wicked on the last day as the cause of judgment.
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Schnaase thus believes he sees the causal connections of the events of the his-
tory of salvation in the portal of Fribourg Cathedral, and in this regard declares 
that the “laws of composition” are symbolic – probably wishing to express that 
there is no need to search for a narrative logic in this composition. According to 
Schnaase, the figures are in a close internal relation in this “spatial symbolism.”

In these sculptural cycles, which should be thought of in a “truly artistic sense,” 
Schnaase sees a “great, unique beauty” that is not based on the rational element 
alone, but on the interpenetration of plastic and architectural elements as well. 
Only a refined “sense of architecture” makes it possible to express the inner rela-
tion between the individual figures, says Schnaase. He regarded these figural 
cycles as a “tool to express the deepest thought with a sculptural clarity” that 
exceeds even the written word.

Schnaase’s aesthetic considerations of the sculptural cycles include very inter-
esting aspects regarding the design and construction phases. This involves a closer 
consideration of the cooperation between the artists and the authors of the pro-
grams. Schnaase was convinced that the artists could not be the “authors” of 
these comprehensive and profound “compositions”; they lacked the necessary 
scholastic and theological background. Therefore, scholarly clergymen undoubt-
edly gave orders for the leading motifs. But, Schnaase underlines, as the “plan” 
was further advanced, the artists’ judgment became necessary again, so that, in 
the end, the whole piece could only be realized on the basis of the “mutual under-
standing of both parties.”

It is fascinating to observe the various aesthetic positions of the early nineteenth 
century that are involved in Schnaase’s aesthetic considerations on sculptural pro-
grams. On the one hand, one can detect traces of a romantic artistic concept in 
the adoration of the deep sensation that “these simple masters” (i.e. the sculptors) 
convey, transforming the dry symbolic relations between the various components 
into a wealth of liveliness and grace. On the other, basic elements of Hegelian 
aesthetics emerge in the idea that the beauty of these “compositions” results from 
the interplay of spirit and sensation, and that “the deepest thought” is expressed 
with “sculptural clarity,” something that had been impossible in other arts. What 
is new is Schnaase’s conclusion that this interplay was brought about by harmo-
nious cooperation between theologians and sculptors. Finally, he even infers that 
“medieval art reached its climax in these compositions” in that it succeeded in 
“vividly presenting the great thoughts dominating the Church, the state, and science 
to the soul without the usual heavy scholastic formulae.”

Later, German art historians only rarely achieved the complexity of Schnaase’s 
interpretation of medieval sculptural programs. One of the reasons is the fact 
that the scholars researching the iconography of churches were closely associated 
with the clergy. Their primary task was to decipher the symbolic theological con-
tents of the individual images. In other words, they searched for textual sources 
that helped interpret the persons and events depicted. They attempted to estab-
lish a history of iconographic types that offered a basis for the more or less clear 
classification of the representations.
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In the early twentieth century, art historians in the circle of Aby Warburg began 
to expand considerably the expectations made in the basic analysis of works of art, 
and to regard works of art as social and cultural phenomena. These new aspects 
culminated in the three‐stage interpretative model developed by Erwin Panof-
sky, who introduced ideological, general religious, and political beliefs into the 
analysis of the meaning of artworks. Nearly all of these innovative, and mostly  
Jewish, scholars, to whom modern iconographic research owes so much, left 
Germany because of the anti‐Semitic regime, with most of them going to England 
or America. Among them was Adolf Katzenellenbogen, a pupil of Erwin Panofsky, 
who gave decisive impulses to the new interpretation of sculptural cycles.

Chartres Cathedral

Katzenellenbogen’s research allows us to take a closer look at one of the most 
prominent Gothic sculptural programs – Chartres Cathedral. It has two parts. 
The first is the sculptural embellishment of the royal entrance with its three 
portals, which was built in the middle of the twelfth century and reintegrated 
into the west façade of the new structure which became necessary after the fire in 
1194. The second consists of the sculptures of the transept façades which extend 
over six portals of the new structure. The tympanum of the central portal on the 
older west façade shows Christ in Majesty accompanied by the symbols of the 
four evangelists and surrounded by the 24 elders in the archivolts. The two lateral 
portals are dedicated to the Incarnation and the Ascension of Christ. The central 
part of the north transept, which was built at least five decades later, is decorated 
by a portal showing the coronation of the Virgin Mary. This portal is flanked by 
two entrances, the left of which shows images of Christ’s childhood while the 
right depicts scenes from the Old Testament. Episodes from the lives of Job and 
Solomon decorate the tympanum of the right portal. In the central portal of the 
south transept, opposite the Coronation of the Virgin in the north transept, we 
find a depiction of the Last Judgment. The lateral portals here are dedicated to 
the martyrs and confessors of the church.14

The questions that Katzenellenbogen raises concerning the sculptural program 
go far beyond the questions that Emile Mâle, for example, asked:

It is the purpose of this study to investigate a number of basic questions not yet, 
or not yet fully, answered. They concern above all the main ideas governing the 
iconography of the various programs, their connection with specific historical and 
ideological situations, and the relation of cycles carved at different times. To state 
these questions briefly: What is the skeletal frame, so to speak, which sustains and 
gives structure to the multiple parts of the programs? What are its literary sources? 
Could the liturgy have contributed its share? To what extent are certain facets of 
church history, current theological, philosophical, and political concepts reflected in 
the choice of subject matter?15
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Adolph Katzenellenbogen believes that the west portals represent the basic 
doctrines of religious belief: Incarnation, Ascension, and the Second Coming of 
Christ. One of the major difficulties that iconographic research of the sculpture of 
Chartres Cathedral has repeatedly faced is the identification of the famous jamb 
figures of the royal portal. In the first half of the eighteenth century, Bernard de 
Montfaucon recognized them as the French kings and queens of the Merovin-
gian dynasty. Emile Mâle, however, identified the figures as the royal ancestors of 
Christ. An influential fact was that the figures are accompanied by Moses, who is 
the only figure that could be identified beyond doubt by its attribute, the stone 
tablets, and who could therefore be related to the Old Testament. Katzenellen-
bogen interprets these jamb figures both as Christ’s ancestors and the spiritual 
forefathers of the French kings. So the Old Testament statues of the royal portal, 
prophets, kings, and queens, represent the harmony between regnum and sacer-
dotium. This harmony, which most closely guarantees the welfare of the church, is 
for Katzenellenbogen one of the threads linking the three cycles of the façade and 
the transept wings. He generally considers the three façade programs as a unit, 
joined together by the representation and the meaning of the main persons. The 
three cycles “depict, like a Summa, the total essence of Christ in all its conceptual 
ramifications … The Virgin Mary, the Lady of Chartres, was honored in the 
lateral tympanum of the Royal Portal as Theotokos and Sedes Sapientiae. She 
received a prominent place on the transept wings. In the scene of her Triumph 
she is glorified in her own right and as the type of the Church.” This church is 
“shown as the Bride of Christ and as His Body. She is shown triumphant and mil-
itant. She is exemplified by her foremost members, the Community of Saints.”16 
Katzenellenbogen shows that the planners of the sculptural programs drew inspi-
ration from different sources: from the Bible, from legends, from the liturgy, from 
the dogmas of the church, from theological exegesis, and not least from political 
and philosophical concepts. He underlines the importance of the great teachers 
of the school of Chartres and sees their ideas alive in the sculptural decoration. 
So he realizes an “indissoluble link between a great center of learning and a great 
center of art.”17

Not all researchers who studied the sculptures of Chartres after Katzenellenbogen 
believe that the royal portal was supposed to be reintegrated into the new part after 
the fire of 1194. Van der Meulen and Hohmeyer propose that the Last Judgment 
of the south transept portal was originally carved for the central west portal. Only 
when plans were changed were the already complete sculptures removed to their 
current position.18 Almost all researchers assume that plans had been changed 
several times during the conception phase of the transept portals. And so did 
Katzenellenbogen, even though he finally interprets the result as a very harmonious 
ensemble whose parts display strong associations to each other. The most recent 
large‐scale study of the iconography of the Chartres transept sculptures, published 
by Martin Büchsel in 1995, suggests a very complex history of its planning and 
making. Even though Büchsel cannot detect any conceptual associations between 
the transept façades and the royal portal, he – like Katzenellenbogen – starts from 
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the fact that the latter was from the very beginning to be retained in the west 
façade after the fire in 1194. He believes that the initial planning focused on the 
reconstruction of the south transept façade with its three portals with sculptural 
decoration, and which faced the town, as the new main entrance of the cathe-
dral. At that time, it was planned that its central portal was to be decorated with 
a coronation scene of the Virgin Mary that would be flanked by a Last Judgment 
together with an Epiphany. This disposition was modeled on the example of Laon, 
from where the sculptors would have been sent to Chartres. Only after the plans 
had been changed several times was the arrangement as we know it today decided 
upon. The Last Judgment was placed in the middle of the south transept, and the 
newly planned part on the north transept would house the coronation of the Virgin 
Mary and the Epiphany portal. To complete the six entrances, the confessors’ portal 
and the martyrs’ portal on the south and the Job and Solomon portal on the north 
(which exclusively consists of figures of the Old Testament) would be added. The 
tympanum of the latter shows the derision of Job and the lintel displays the judg-
ment of Solomon. While Katzenellenbogen had already recognized the typological 
reference in this portal, which – in his opinion – points to the Epiphany portal and 
the coronation of the Virgin Mary portal, Büchsel goes one step further. For him, 
this portal is the hinge on which all parts of the now built sculptural program of 
the transept are based. It “comments” on the other portals of the transept and is a 
“universal program” that refers to every aspect that is expressed in the remaining 
portals. In the Christ types of Solomon, Job, Gideon, etc. it comments also typo-
logically on the main components of the Last Judgment: judge, passion, victor, and 
intercession. The prefigurations of the church – i.e. the Queen of Sheba, Esther, 
Judith, Sarah, and Tobit’s wife – correspond with the exegetical types of Christ.19 
The church recognizes Solomon, i.e. Christ, as the true king enthroned by God. 
Moreover, Büchsel found that the typological references of the Job and Solomon 
portal could equally be detailed historical references. In this connection, he builds 
on the theses of Katzenellenbogen and Levis‐Godechot. The latter proposed that 
Job’s friends could be interpreted as the Albigenses who represented a very real 
danger for the church at that time.20 The fact that Gideon is shown in a suit of 
armor gives rise to Büchsel’s idea that this may be associated with crusaders and cru-
sades. From the fact that the type of the Antichrist, Holofernes, is presented with an 
Antique emperor’s head, Büchsel inferred an allusion to the Roman emperor who 
had often been accused of not being the representative of God but of being the 
Antichrist in the investiture controversy.21

However the question remains open whether a uniform sculptural program 
can still be assumed after the numerous changes of plans that are supported by 
archeological observations. Brigitte and Peter Kurmann have a very pragmatic 
view in this respect. They believe that the programs had been conceived and de-
signed accordingly before the final assembly. But, they believe, it is possible that 
these sculptures were rearranged and combined differently afterwards, and even 
reworked where necessary – owing to structural and conceptual requirements.22
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Comparison of the Romanesque and Gothic

What distinguishes the Gothic from the Romanesque sculptural cycles in France 
is their greater consistency.23 Two types of programs dominated the Gothic style. 
One of them is found in almost every façade of the cathedrals of the Île‐de‐France 
and its environment. On the one hand is the portal of the coronation of the 
Virgin Mary, which was first executed in Senlis in 1170, and on the other hand is 
the Last Judgment, whose quasi‐canonical program was fully worked out in the 
Chartres transept and the west façade in Paris. Also, the system of architectural 
elements of the portal programs had been more or less regularized in the Gothic 
period, beginning with the early Gothic west portals of St.‐Denis and Chartres. 
With only a few exceptions, sculptural decorations are now arranged in the archi-
volts, the tympanum, the lintel, the trumeau, the door frames, and the jambs 
where the sculptures were made as jamb figures.

The Romanesque sculptural cycles, however, have a different appearance. There 
is no consistent principle according to which the sculptures are arranged in the 
architectural layout of the buildings. Instead, you can find a wide range of archi-
tectural frames for the sculptural cycles. In the west of France, the images of the 
Announcement of the Last Judgment are often found in the archivolts only. At 
Conques and Autun, the programs spread over large‐area tympana. At Moissac 
and Beaulieu, the porch walls are also decorated with reliefs. Arles follows its 
very own principle with its Antique porticus, which provides space for a wide‐
ranging cycle. St. Gilles has a similar layout. Consistent program types are much 
less typical for the Romanesque style than for the Gothic period. One can refer to 
simpler cycles in which only a few image elements are grouped around a Majestas 
Domini, or special regional forms such as the archivolt programs of the Aquitaine. 
Apparently, the so‐called Last Judgment portals of Autun, Conques, and Beau-
lieu are also dedicated to a dominant main motif. However, even this reading is 
debated among scholars, as the example of Beaulieu shows. There are actually 
some particular features in this representation of the Last Judgment. These fea-
tures allow Peter Klein, and with him Yves Christe, to assume that it is not the 
Last Judgment that is depicted in the tympanum of the portal but the Second 
Coming of Christ (which immediately precedes the Last Judgment), according to 
Matthew 24: 29–31: “and then shall all the tribes of the earth mourn, and they 
shall see the Son of Man coming in the clouds of heaven with power and great 
glory.” Only the resurrection of the dead (Rev. 20: 12–13) and the Twelve Apos-
tles as the assessors of the Last Judgment (Matt. 19: 28) have a direct reference to 
the Last Judgment, which has not yet begun.24

Of course, it can be questioned whether it is reasonable to make a distinction 
between the Christ of the Second Coming and Christ the Judge in medieval 
portal programs that represent the Last Judgment. Or is it more useful to assume 
that Romanesque tympana have a much more synthetic character that points to 
several incidents in the salvation history? There are other examples of Romanesque 
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portal programs, the main subject of which is not completely clear to iconogra-
phers. One of them is the middle portal of the porch of the Abbey Church of 
Vézelay. In its central part, the tympanum depicts Christ in a mandorla. Beams of 
light project from Christ’s hands to the heads of his disciples, who stand on either 
side of him. While Crosnier, as I have mentioned, wrote in 1847 that this repre-
sented the Mission of the Apostles, Emile Mâle identified it as a representation of 
Pentecost – to be more precise, as the descent of the Holy Spirit upon the Apos-
tles.25 Mâle gave iconographic parallels, such as a miniature from Cluny that was 
made about the same time and a twelfth‐century image in the apse of St. Gilles 
at Montoire. Mâle, in turn, was contradicted by Fabre, who defended Crosnier’s 
interpretation of the Mission of the Apostles and stated that it is not possible that 
Christ was depicted in a Pentecostal image.26 Adolf Katzenellenbogen recognized 
a combination of several themes in the tympanum. For him, it is a combination 
of the wonder of the outpouring of the Holy Spirit with Christ’s ascension and 
the Mission of the Apostles, while Joan Evans focused on “the redemption of the 
world through the blood of Christ.”27

Methodical Aspects

The direction of the discussions about the contents of sculptural programs nat-
urally depends on the specific questions researchers ask about them. During 
recent decades, for example, it has been very popular to inquire into patronage, 
the specific ritual and liturgical context, or the political functions of sculptural 
cycles.28 This approach may be considered the heritage of Panofsky and Katzenel-
lenbogen. Concerning the political reading, the ensembles were first interpreted 
as the expression of church politics, for example, the struggle between official 
church and heretical groups already mentioned.29 Or the cycles are supposed to 
be specifically designed to serve as a summons to go on crusades. After Katzenel-
lenbogen’s study, Christian Beutler saw this as the solution of the interpretation 
problem of Vézelay.30 In his opinion, the original tympanum initially showed the 
commemoration of the descent of the Holy Spirit on the day of Pentecost. During 
the years of the Second Crusade, he believes, a decision was made to change the 
tympanum and add the Christ on the Throne to motivate people for the cru-
sade.31 Searching for the “hidden intentions” of the representations, researchers 
sometimes also presumed very detailed political ambitions of the clergy who 
formed the background of the program concepts. Michael D. Taylor attempted 
to analyze the political meaning of the main portal of Vézelay (which he interprets 
as a scene of Pentecost) as an effort to prevent the neighboring powers of the 
monastery, the Count of Nevers and the Bishop of Autun, from making reprisals 
on the monastery. According to this argument, the scene of Pentecost should be 
understood as representing the monastery itself: “[Pentecost] embodies the prin-
ciple for the monastery’s existence and legitimates its struggle for independence 
from secular power … The image thus defines the community, its spiritual basis, 
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and, in the face of attacks, its rights and privileges.”32 Not infrequently, sculptural 
cycles in churches are interpreted as medial instruments legitimating the ruler, an 
argument that attributes influence on the program’s conception to the regent. 
For example, Jean‐Marie Guillouët points to the rich iconographic program of 
the late medieval west façade of the cathedral of Nantes as the medium for the 
dynastic politics of the House of Monfort, which ruled the Duchy of Brittany 
from 1365 to 1514.33 According to Claudia Rückert, the sculptural program of 
the Church of San Miguel in Estella was conceived as self‐representation for the 
royal house of Navarre after the death of Alfonso I the Warrior as a preemptive 
move to gain international legitimation. In its early Gothic version, the Judgment 
portal is supposed to show the royal family’s potential for innovation and moti-
vate the Roman curia to recognize the new ruling family.34

Other methodological trends from the various disciplines of intellectual his-
tory have recently influenced the art historical study of medieval portal programs, 
including French Structuralism. For example, in 1984 Jean‐Claude Bonne analyzed 
the Romanesque portal of Conques with its representation of the Last Judgment, 
employing a strongly Structuralist and Semiotic approach.35 It was Bonne’s major 
concern that the formal structures in the great tympanum relief themselves should 
be recognized as statements or meaning; i.e. content and form must not be 
separated. He calls his approach analyse syntaxique, which refers to an analysis of 
the plastic and chromatic properties of the portal insofar as they are structures 
of meaning in themselves.36 Bonne attempted to establish specific analytic cate-
gories for this method. These categories all refer to the formal and compositional 
characteristics of the tympanum, used by Bonne for the portal of Conques for 
the first time. He describes one of these categories as compartmentalization (com-
partimentage), or that which circumscribes the division of the overall relief into 
single segments. The theme of the Last Judgment is, according to Bonne, a very 
good example of how compartimentage functions in the task of giving figures and 
things their correct places. More recently, Martin Rohde investigated the narra-
tive structures of early Gothic portal programs.37 And Kirk Ambrose explores the 
multivalent functionality of the monstrous in Romanesque sculpture, suggesting 
that monstrous motifs like centaurs, fauns, eagles, and griffons were not depicted 
simply to terrify but to demonstrate intellectual, political, religious, and social 
ideals as well.38

Other methodologies with origins in literary studies have also had an influence 
in the area of portal programs. Among them is reception theory, “whose focus is 
not the identity and significance built into the work of art, but the manner in which 
these characteristics are registered by the audience to which it is addressed.”39 
Michael Gradmontagne examines the idea of “readability” in particular in his study 
on Claus Sluter.40 In Sculpting Simulacra in Medieval Germany, 1250–1380, Assaf 
Pinkus analyzes the martyr’s cycle in the archivolts of the north choir portal of 
the Holy Cross Minster at Schwäbisch Gmünd and its brutal parade of violence, 
considering these Late Gothic statues as likenesses of real people and an expres-
sion of the medieval theory of the simulacrum in image‐production. The viewer is 



814 	 B ru n o  B o e r n e r

invited to interact with the sculptures, which are designed to evoke a spontaneous 
somatic response. Increasingly, the reception‐aesthetic objectives of sculpture are 
a central point of interest.41 Authors discuss which conditions for reception are 
present in works and how these are expressed in the specific forms of the figures 
in order to be efficacious. Using the representation of the personification of 
lust in the south porch of Saint‐Pierre at Moissac, Thomas E.A. Dale explores 
the experience and effects of Romanesque sculpture. He argues that the female 
nude in Romanesque sculpture visualized the sexual fantasies that occupy the 
mind in order to neutralize their destructive power, thereby stimulating pen-
ance and conversion.42 In this way, it is assumed that the point of presenting 
sculpture cycles is to generate a certain conviction or call forth certain reactions 
in recipients. These answering actions of the beholder, which are the object 
of the communicative function of the image, are called responsivity.43 In this 
stimulus to respond, in this demand to react, the true meaning and function 
of medieval image cycles is determined. Sculpture programs on the exterior 
of churches played an important role in ecclesiastical strategies of lay pastoral 
care. These programs do not wait until the believer enters the church to pray 
but burst into the everyday life of believers at the epicenter of medieval city life, 
where city churches and cathedrals used to be found, to try to influence them 
in their lives and actions.

The effective power of images is based on their emotional qualities, and pictorial 
motifs that trigger personal connections strengthen the image’s memorability.44 
This poses the question of whether the actions motivated by images have to take 
place immediately during the process of looking or whether the images can be 
stored in the memory, inspiring reactions at a later point. After all, the images in 
our memories can be as effective as the images we perceive. The image does not 
only have the task of continually inspiring the believers to confess, but it should 
also influence people in their everyday lives, thanks to its continuous availability 
in the memory. Ideally, it should assert itself in the moment of moral judgment 
when the believer is in danger of sinful behavior.

Responsivity, the activity responding to the image, is directed not only at the 
religious life of the believer but equally so at the normative social behavior of 
its recipients. The religious self‐control or moral judgment, which is stimulated 
by image cycles, is located at the intersection of social and Christian values and 
should exert influence on the urban civic socialization of individuals.45 Image 
cycles, like images of virtues and vices, offer concrete models to guide the viewer 
and strategies to avoid social impropriety, and they activate self‐criticism and self‐
perception along moral criteria. In this sense, medieval pictorial communication 
and interaction with images comprise an important communicative praxis in their 
function of constituting and stabilizing civic groups and identities.

Yet, recently, in thinking about what exactly the communicative function of 
images encompasses, scholars have pointed out that the responsivity of the 
beholder is based in semantic indeterminacy.46 The way in which individual 
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reception proceeds substantially depends on the viewer; image reception as an 
individual activity of the beholder cannot be totally controlled by the sender. In 
the end, the process of internalizing images proceeds differently in each viewing, 
meaning that the message of a given image must necessarily contain certain blanks 
or gaps, which have to be filled in by the viewer. For example, in the individual 
perceptual experience of Last Judgment images, successive eye movements of 
each viewer are tied together into his or her own net of semantic relationships. 
The person who had just committed adultery or another act of sexual immorality 
might possibly let his or her gaze land on the depiction of the vice of Luxuria first 
whereas the greedy person turns toward to the representation of Avaritia. When 
both viewers take in the Judge of the World and the torments of hell, they will 
proceed, at least according the calculations of the sculptors and planners of the 
image cycle, to reflect on their deeds and do penance.

It is important to note that the rhetorical qualities of images determine their 
responsive effect – the more expressive and convincing their implementation by 
the artist, the better they are stored in the imagination of the image’s viewer, 
inspiring his or her actions. Several research approaches have recently scrutinized 
the connection between Rhetoric and the visual arts, asking whether it is possible 
to bring together the Antique doctrine of the genera dicendi, the levels of style, 
which were conceived for oral communication, with the production and use of 
images.47 Jens Rüffer recognizes a possible analogy between the genera dicendi 
and image cycles in the kind of depiction used for individual pictorial subjects and 
the various locations at which they are presented. For instance, the mode of the 
sublime is evident in the presentation of the divine sphere, with Christ and the 
saints, whereas the worldly sphere, with depictions of the months and virtue‐and‐
vices image, is associated with the mode of simplicity.48

In conclusion, it can be noticed, generally, that both the methodical approaches 
and the specific issues related to the study of medieval sculptural programs depend 
also upon the specific socialization of the individual researcher. This means that 
those studies were influenced to no insignificant degree by the trends of social 
sciences, the humanities, and philosophy of science at the time when they were 
written. Schnaase’s studies on the sculptural program of Fribourg are marked by 
Late Romantic and Hegelian trends of around 1850 and Mâle’s iconographic 
methodical considerations reflect, as we have seen, to a certain extent the inten-
tions of the French Renouveau Catholique of the late nineteenth century. German 
and French researches into medieval sculpture in the first decades of the twen-
tieth century were often influenced by nationalistic trends. Furthermore, from 
the 1960s until the 1980s the question of the political intentions behind the 
sculptural programs can also be explained by the specific interests of that time. In 
more recent years even specific aspects of gender studies have been examined in 
connection with medieval portal programs.49

However, the difficulty mentioned earlier in this chapter continues to be felt. 
We do not know enough about the people behind these programs. Hardly any of 



816 	 B ru n o  B o e r n e r

the program authors can be identified reliably today. The role played by Abbot 
Suger of the Benedictine Abbey Church of St.‐Denis is probably a very special 
case. For example, the iconographic program of the west portals of his abbey 
church are attributed to him.50 Laurence Brugger‐Christe has proposed a remarkable 
thesis about the sculptural programs of the Cathedral of Bourges.51 This thesis 
can convincingly ascribe the sculptural program of the west façade to the works 
of a converted Jew (olim judeaus) Guillaume de Bourges, who was deacon of the 
cathedral during its construction. It would be desirable if such attempts to add 
further details to the specific historic environment of medieval sculptural programs 
were successful more frequently.

Notes

1	 In the Middle Ages, sculptural cycles also decorated jubes, pulpits, cloisters, etc. 
For recent summaries of the state of research of the latter see Parker, The Cloisters, 
especially Forsyth, “Monumental Arts.” The present chapter, however, focuses on 
the figures adorning the façades of churches. [On Gothic sculpture in general, see 
Chapter 22 by Jung in this volume (ed.).]

2	 See Sauerländer, Gothic Sculpture.
3	 Pastoureau, “Programme: histoire d’un mot, histoire d’un concept,” p. 17.
4	 Maxwell, “La sculpture romane et ses programmes: questions de méthode.”
5	 Concerning the vertical reading direction, Katzenellenbogen, Sculptural Programs, 

p. 15, draws attention to the fact that the central axis in the Chartres tympana and 
archivolts has an “ideographic function.”

6	 Mâle, L’Art réligieux du XIIIe siècle.
7	 Leniaud, Jean‐Baptiste Lassus, provides extensive information about Lassus and his 

Gothic image.
8	 Mâle, The Gothic Image, p. xiv.
9	 Flasch, Einführung, illustrates this topic very vividly.

10	 For discussion about the role of images in the twelfth century, see Rudolph, Things 
of Greater Importance. [On Gregory the Great and image theory in Northern 
Europe during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, see Chapter 9 by Kessler in 
this volume (ed.).]

11	 Crosnier, “Iconographie.” See Nayrolles, “Deux approches,” pp. 214–217.
12	 For Schnaase see Karge, “Das Frühwerk Karl Schnaases.”
13	 For the following, see Schnaase, Geschichte der Bildenden Künste, pp. 290 ff.
14	 For the state of research of the sculptural programs of Chartres, see Kurmann and 

Kurmann‐Schwarz, Chartres.
15	 Katzenellenbogen, Sculptural Programs, p. 8.
16	 Ibid., pp. 101, 102.
17	 Ibid. [For more on the sculptural program of Chartres, see Chapter 22 by Jung in 

this volume (ed.).]
18	 Hohmeyer and van der Meulen, Chartres.
19	 Büchsel, Skulpturen des Querhauses, p. 88 ff. [On art and exegesis, see Chapter 11 by 

Hughes in this volume (ed.).]
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20	 Levis‐Godechot, Chartres révélée, p. 153.
21	 Büchsel, Skulpturen des Querhauses, p. 89.
22	 Kurmann and Kurmann‐Schwarz, Chartres, pp. 266 ff.
23	 [On Romanesque sculpture, see Chapters 18 and 19 by Hourihane and Maxwell, 

respectively, in this volume (ed.).]
24	 Klein, “Eschatologische Portalprogramme”; Yves Christe, “Le Portail de Beaulieu.”
25	 Mâle, L’Art réligieux du XIIe siècle, pp. 326 f.
26	 Fabre, “L’Iconographie de la Pentecôte.”
27	 Katzenellenbogen, “Central Tympanum at Vézelay”; Evans, Cluniac Art, pp. 70 f.
28	 For patronage, see, for example, Gaposchkin, “The King of France”; Gillerman, “The 

Portal of St.‐Thibault‐en‐Auxois”; Kurmann and Kurmann‐Schwarz, “Das mittlere.” 
For the relevance of ritual and liturgical matters, see, for example, Nolan, “Ritual 
and Visual Experience”; Horste, Cloister Design; Seelye‐McBee, Sculptural Program; 
Sauerländer, “Reliquien, Altäre und Portale”; Fassler, “Liturgy and Sacred History.” 
[On patronage, see Chapter 12 by Caskey in this volume (ed.).]

29	 See Lyman, “Heresy.”
30	 Katzenellenbogen, “Central Tympanum at Vézelay.” For the state of research of the 

Vézelay Program, see Diemer, “Das Pfingstportal von Vézelay.”
31	 Beutler, “Das Tympanon zu Vézelay.”
32	 Taylor, “The Pentecost at Vézelay,” p. 13. See also Diemer, “Das Pfingstportal von 

Vézelay,” p. 94.
33	 Guillouët, Les portails de la cathédrale de Nantes.
34	 Rückert, Die Bauskulptur von San Miguel in Estella. See also Rückert, “Spanisch‐

französische Kulturbeziehungen im 12. Jahrhundert.”
35	 Bonne, L’Art roman.
36	 Ibid., p. 18. [On Formalism, see Chapter 7 by Seidel in this volume (ed.).]
37	 Rohde, “Narrative Strukturen im Vergleich.”
38	 Ambrose, The Marvelous and the Monstrous.
39	 Cahn, “Romanesque Sculpture,” pp. 45, 46. For this approach, see also the other 

articles in Kahn, The Romanesque Frieze, and Altmann, “The Medieval Marquee.” 
[On reception, see Chapter 5 by Caviness in this volume (ed.).]

40	 Grandmontagne, Claus Sluter.
41	 Pinkus, Sculpting Simulacra in Medieval Germany.
42	 Dale, “The Nude at Moissac”
43	 For the following, see Boerner, Bildwirkungen.
44	 For discussion about the role of affects, phantasia and memorability in sculptural 

programs see, for example, Dale, “The Nude at Moissac”; Rüffer, Werkprozess ‐ 
Wahrnehmung – Interpretation, p. 481ff; Boerner, Bildwirkungen, pp49ff and 55 ff.

45	 Boerner, Bildwirkungen.
46	 For the following, see Boerner „Die Chartreser Querhausportale und ihre Betrachter“.
47	 Robert Suckale, „Peter Parler und das Problem der Stillagen”; Robert Suckale, 

„Stilbegriffe und Stil um 1300“.
48	 Jens Rüffer, Werkprozess – Wahrnehmung – Interpretation, p. 466 ff.
49	 Smartt, “Cruising Twelfth‐Century Pilgrims,” for example, studies the iconography 

of Romanesque sculpture at Moissac from a gay perspective.
50	 See Gerson, “Suger as Iconographer.”
51	 Brugger, La Façade de Saint‐Etienne de Bourges.
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34

The Art and Architecture 
of Female Monasticism

Jeffrey F. Hamburger

Had this chapter been commissioned in 1980, rather than 2014, the first question 
to have arisen might have been: “is there anything about which to write?” To which 
might have been added: “and even if there were, would it be worth writing about?” 
The first surveys of women artists, which began to appear in the 1970s, rarely 
devoted much, if any, space to the Middle Ages. With a few notable exceptions, 
major works of art associated with female patronage, production, monasticism, 
spirituality, or spectatorship were routinely overlooked.1 Even if they received 
notice, it was without much regard for what they might tell us about the role of 
art and architecture in the life of religious women, not only those who lived under 
strict enclosure (itself a relative term), but all those who followed various forms 
of religious profession, from canonesses to beguines and tertiaries.2 Standing pars 
pro toto for this systematic oversight is Wolfgang Braunfels’ otherwise sweeping 
survey of the architecture of monasticism in medieval Europe (1972): not a single 
female house finds a place within its pages, although monuments such as Gernrode 
or Gandersheim, not to mention a host of beguinages, could easily have found 
a home there.3 Major monuments that had an established place in accounts of 
medieval art and architecture, such as Fontevraud in France, S. Chiara in Assisi, 
and Santa María de Sigena in Spain, were rarely if ever considered within an optic 
provided by women’s history, let alone gender studies. Not even double mon-
asteries, whether Jouarre, which was founded in 630 and remained important 
enough to host a synod in 1133, or Königsfelden in Switzerland, a site of signal 
importance for the Habsburg dynasty, were found worthy of inclusion.4
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In retrospect, some 35 years later, this state of affairs appears risible. Over the 
period in question, there are few other areas of medieval history, let alone medieval 
art history, that have been marked by such explosive development. To look back 
from the present is to realize not only how much has been accomplished, but 
also how much the history of art itself has been transformed over the course of 
a generation. Tracing the development of the study of the art of female spirituality 
over the past generation in many respects provides an ideal yardstick with which 
to measure the extent to which not only the subject matter but also the method-
ologies of art history have changed in the interim. A history of scholarship on the 
art of female monasticism can thus not be written without consideration of the 
broader development of art history in general during the period in question. A his-
tory of art largely focused on issues of style, attribution, chronological development, 
and great artists (almost exclusively male) to which concerns about context and 
function still remained largely foreign de facto left little space for consideration of 
the visual culture of a subgroup of medieval women whose patronage was often 
communal in character and whose own creativity was exercised in genres such as 
embroidery that fell outside the modern system of the Fine Arts. The inventive-
ness of much of the imagery produced by and for nuns would have lent itself to 
iconographic analysis, but the texts to which such imagery could have construc-
tively been related – many of them written in the vernacular – were themselves not 
taken that seriously by senior scholars of the mystical tradition. In a critique that 
echoed the fiercest medieval critics of female spirituality, visionary piety in general 
was regarded as falling short of the highest intellectual reach precisely because it 
was tainted by images. William James regarded women’s mysticism as “theopathic, 
absurd and puerile.”5 David Knowles was hardly less dismissive.6 A minor strand in 
scholarship, exclusively German, linked the category of devotional imagery classi-
fied rather problematically as Andachtsbilder with texts from the context of female 
monasticism, which, however, too often were interpreted as transparent reports 
of reality rather than literary representations in their own right. Just as for art 
historians, much of the art of female monasticism could not be considered art, so 
too, for historians of the high line of medieval literary traditions, whether Latin 
or vernacular, its textual testimonies did not deserve to be considered as litera-
ture. Much of it fell into the category of utilitarian literature (Gebrauchsliteratur), 
which by definition denied it the status of art.7 There were notable exceptions, 
among them Horst Appuhn’s studies on the material culture of the Cistercian 
convent of Wienhausen in Lower Saxony, where the contents of a medieval con-
vent miraculously survives little short of intact (fig. 34-1).8 Apart, however, from a 
handful of classics, such as Eileen E. Power’s Medieval English Nunneries, c. 1275 
to 1535 (1922), medieval historians had also managed to steer clear of the subject 
of female monasticism of the Middle Ages. In such circumstances, conditions were 
not ripe for a flowering of scholarship on the art of female monasticism.

The shift in the critical fortunes of the art of female monasticism cannot be 
attributed to any single cause. Even though he did not directly address issues 
concerning art, the groundbreaking work of Herbert Grundmann played a critical 
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role in creating a space within which such work could be done.9 The publica-
tions of Caroline Walker Bynum, beginning with Jesus as Mother (1982), which 
established the importance of gender as a critical category for the study, not just 
of female spirituality, but medieval spirituality tout court, certainly served as a 
catalyst. So too did the emergence of the Rothschild Canticles, an indisputably 
great work of art that could only be coherently explained in the context of female 
spirituality and mysticism of the later Middle Ages.10 The discovery and reevalu-
ation of a whole range of works, however, could not have taken place without a 
fundamental shift in the critical climate within which the history of art was con-
ducted. In the case of medieval art history, some of the most dramatic changes 
involved issues and perspectives that inevitably came into play when dealing with 
the kind of devotional imagery often employed by nuns: to mention just a few, 
a renewed attention to the status of the image qua image, the history of atti-
tudes toward images, the relationship of mental to visual imagery, and the role 
of visionary piety as it relates to broader understandings of medieval visuality. 
Critical interest in the body as a central term in modern criticism both explored 
and emphasized the centrality of somatic piety in female spirituality of the later 
Middle Ages, which in turn lent itself to discussion in terms of anthropological 
approaches that, beginning in the 1990s, insisted in a variety of ways on equiv-
alences (and ambivalences) between image and body.11 Medieval art, which had 
long languished within a mold inherited from Vasari that cast the Middle Ages 

Figure 34-1  Choir, Cistercian Convent of Wienhausen (Lower Saxony), c.1300. 
Source: photo by Jeffrey F. Hamburger.
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as a rude interruption between Antiquity and the Renaissance, instead could be 
seen, not as an exception to the mainstream of Western art history, but rather 
as an exemplification of attitudes and habits of viewing from which the rest of 
Western art marked a deviation. David Freedberg’s Power of Images (1989) and 
Hans Belting’s Bild und Kult (1990) are the books that turned the tide.12 Despite 
significant differences in approach, both of these contributions can be considered 
symptomatic of a changed climate sympathetic to the study of religious imag-
ery in general and devotional imagery in particular. In addition to identifying 
previously neglected works of art linked to female production and patronage, 
scholarship on the art of female monasticism participated in this paradigm shift 
by providing a wealth of previously overlooked evidence regarding the history 
of attitudes toward images. In their visions as well as in their daily devotions, 
the sources suggested, nuns kissed, touched, caressed, dressed, and played with 
images as their constant companions. Images permeated enclosure and impinged 
on every aspect of nuns’ religious routines.

A comprehensive topical and topographical bibliography on the art of female 
monasticism remains a desideratum. The website Monastic Matrix http://
monasticmatrix.osu.edu/monasticon, hosted by Ohio State University, provides 
a good foundation.13 A brief historiographical essay such as this necessarily takes a 
different tack: its purpose is to place the development of scholarship on the art and 
architecture of female monasticism within a tripartite frame consisting, first, of the 
development of medieval art history, second, that of medieval studies over the 
same period, and third, the broader, often tumultuous, history of the humanities 
in the wake of the intellectual revolution of 1968. It is in the nature of success-
ful revolutions that, with time, the transformations they have brought about can 
too easily be taken for granted. Within the larger political arena, the persistence 
of the so‐called “culture war” proves resistance to change remains deep‐seated. 
The same holds true for an art history of female monasticism. Although in some 
respects it has entered into the mainstream of art history, in others it remains 
outside.14 Its legacy, if it is not too early to speak in such terms, is complicated by 
its dual mission, on the one hand, to seek commonalities and contributions, on 
the other hand, defiance and difference. Difference, however, is often a matter of 
degree, not in kind. Bridal mysticism provides an evident example. Exegesis of the 
Song of Songs that identified the bride with the soul assured that bridal mysticism 
was a universal inheritance, regardless of gender. For enclosed nuns, however, it 
assumed an especially important and sometimes outré role.

The place of art within female religious practice was as controversial in its own 
day as it is in ours. Some scholarship has sought to recruit female mystics and 
visionaries for a variety of modern causes.15 Female monastics, by challenging 
established norms in their own day, have done the same for established proto-
cols and categories of historical inquiry in ours. To the extent that scholarship on 
female monasticism in general and the art of female spirituality in particular has 
identified elements of resistance to established norms, the scholarship itself 
represents a form of resistance to established protocols of art‐historical inquiry.16 
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The tension between a subfield seeking acceptance within the mainstream of 
scholarly inquiry and a proud, even defiant, self‐consciousness of difference con-
tributes to the dynamism of this ever‐expanding area of investigation. Historical 
treatments of the subject must therefore tread a fine line. One goal has been 
to bring the study of female monasticism generally and its art and architecture 
more particularly, into the mainstream of historical inquiry. The study of female 
monasticism is not just for feminists any more. In theory, what is wanted is not 
two separate histories, one of female, the other of male, monasticism, separate, 
but equal, but rather a fully integrated approach. Addressing the material in terms 
of gender demands a comparative framework. At the same time, there is good 
reason to resist complete assimilation. A sympathetic understanding of the art 
of female monasticism sometimes requires, if not the suspension of certain 
frameworks (or the application of others), then a willingness to shift emphasis or 
consider alternative modes of analysis.17

Not all scholarship on the art of female monasticism can be considered feminist 
in inspiration, any more than feminist art history focuses exclusively on the work 
of women artists. It is, however, impossible to imagine the emergence of this field 
of inquiry without the contribution of feminism. The insistence of “second‐wave” 
feminism (or third‐wave, if one includes the first feminist movements c.1900) 
on issues of identity and subjectivity, which marked a translation of concepts of 
difference from, first a linguistic, then a philosophical sphere, to the arena of 
culture and society, have achieved enormous, if hardly entire, success.18 Nothing 
might seem farther from the contemplative silence and disciplined isolation of a 
monastic cell than the raucous clamor of contemporary cultural politics. Only in 
an idealized Middle Ages, however (or for that matter in an idealized conception 
of scholarly inquiry), can the religious and the political be separated. This is but 
one reason why the term spirituality, once so popular in discussions of female 
pious practice, must be treated with caution. A modern term (as is mysticism), 
spirituality too easily suggests a realm of refined interiority cut off from consider-
ations of context. To speak more generally of the art of female monasticism allows 
for a more robust view embracing the material as well as the spiritual, precisely the 
interface at which images both real and imagined interact. Just as the history of 
medieval mysticism requires consideration of the social institutions within which 
it flourished, so too the history of medieval devotional imagery requires attention 
to the contexts in which such imagery was cultivated, propagated, criticized, and 
sometimes condemned. Writing about medieval devotional imagery and iconog-
raphy, Rudolf Berliner spoke of the “freedom” of medieval art.19 In the Middle 
Ages, however, anything related to religion was associated with risk, for women 
especially so. Women seeking to carve out new religious roles for themselves often 
served as lightning rods; as contemporary accounts attest, they and their images 
were often the focus of intense criticism.20

To new materials have been added fresh ways of looking, many of which have 
proven to be of use beyond the study of medieval art made by and for women. 
In pursuing this path, it remains useful, schematic though the terminology might 
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be, to consider the study of the art of female monasticism in terms of the distinc-
tion between first‐ and second‐wave feminism. The principal task of first‐wave 
feminism was recovery and rehabilitation. Judy Chicago’s “The Dinner Party,” 
which included Hroswitha of Gandersheim and Hildegard of Bingen, could be 
considered an iconic (if controversial) work of the first wave. In it, women who 
had been neglected or entirely overlooked were literally invited to take their place 
at the table, but in a setting traditionally associated with women. An analogous 
process marked early approaches to the art of female monasticism. Their novelty 
lay less often in methodological innovation per se than in a reinvigorated arche-
ology: if one only dug deeper, so the thinking went, one would find the buried 
remains of a lost subculture. For this kind of excavation there were no more than 
a few important precedents, foremost among them Dorothy Miner’s Anastasie 
and Her Sisters (1974), an essay by Annemarie Weyl Carr (“Women as Artists in the 
Middle Ages,“ 1976), and the modest, but nonetheless groundbreaking catalog 
of an exhibition held in Wolfsburg (1983) (fig. 34-2).21 Since these pioneering 
works, vast amounts of previously unsuspected material have been exposed; there 
is hardly a corner of Europe for which such ground‐breaking work has not been 

Figure 34-2  Claricia, in secular dress, praying to the Virgin and Child, initial for Psalm 51, 
Psalter, Benedictine Convent of St. Ulrich and Afra, Augsburg, c.1200. Baltimore, Walters 
Art Museum, MS W.26, ff. 63v–64r. Source: photo courtesy of Walters Art Museum.
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undertaken, although the focus has been on Italy, Germany, the Netherlands and, 
to a lesser extent, France and England.

New material need not mean new names. The textile arts provide perhaps the 
best examples of works by women that remain largely anonymous. Whether 
those made by women or (less often acknowledged) by men, textiles had 
hardly been neglected in previous scholarship, but they were not, on the whole 
highly regarded. Even a corpus as magisterial as Renate Kroos’s book on the 
linen embroideries of Lower Saxony never properly entered the mainstream 
of art‐historical inquiry (fig. 34-3).22 Textiles had no place in the modern sys-
tem of the Fine Arts; whether the luxurious embroideries commissioned by the 
dukes of Burgundy or the liturgical hangings crafted by the nuns of the German 
Heideklöster, they were relegated to the category of craft. In the Middle Ages, 
however, they were both enormously expensive and highly esteemed (in no small 
part because of their prominent place in liturgical celebration and their use in 
the cult of relics). The labor of nuns in producing embroideries can be seen, as 
it was seen by them, as ennobling their labor by linking it the Virgin Mary, who 
spun in the Temple. Works previously dismissed as crude, because lacking depth, 
express and embody a textile aesthetic, closely related, also by etymology, to the  
“fabric” of certain types of text. Indicative of a broader shift in art‐histor-
ical sensibilities is the renewed seriousness with which the study of textiles is 
taken. Previously the preserve of conservators and specialists, the study of textiles, 
whether as objects or within the metaphorics of veiling and unveiling, has moved 
closer to the center of art‐historical inquiry. Another category of imagery that 
has in part been rehabilitated is that of those devotional drawings too easily 
dismissed as “Nonnenarbeiten” or popular imagery.23 The study of visual culture, 
which saw its heyday in the 1990s, made it possible to recapture the resonance 
of such modest objects and to lend them a dignity that they previously had been 
denied. What such drawings lacked in technical sophistication, they compensated 
for in deeply felt iconographic invention.

When dealing with medieval art of any kind, especially from the earlier Middle 
Ages, there are limits to how much information can be recovered about individual 
artists, whether male or female. Names, let alone clearly identifiable career trajec-
tories, are hard to come by, although there have been additions, especially from 
the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries.24 Only by turning to patronage in addition 
to production can one take the full measure of women’s contributions to medieval 
art. Not all such patrons can be discounted as matrons.25 Whether in their roles 
as queens or as Stiftsdamen, many of whom came from the highest ranks of soci-
ety, women wielded enormous wealth and very often the power that came with 
it. This power, religious as well as political, expressed itself in the construction of 
monasteries and the commissioning of impressive works of art that in terms of 
their sophistication and finesse are on par with anything the Middle Ages has to 
offer. Chelles, Nivelles, Essen, Sta. Maria im Kapitol in Cologne, Altenberg an 
der Lahn … the names read as a roll‐call of great centers of patronage. Despite a 
wealth of material, apart from pockets such as Vadstena in Sweden, Trezebnica in 



Figure 34-3  Embroidery in silk and gold thread on linen, made by the nuns of the 
Birgittine monastery of Naantali, Vallis gratiae, Finland, fifteenth century. Ave Maria 
gratia plena/MAABObP. Suomen kansallismuseo (National Museum of Finland), KM 
3000, NM inv. nr 3000. Source: photo by Matti Huuhka/Museokuva.
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Silesia, Königsfelden in Switzerland, or the Benedictine St. George’s and Fran-
ciscan monastery of the Holy Savior in Prague, the periphery in such places as 
Scandinavia, Spain, and Central Europe, has not received as much attention.26

Second‐wave feminism brought with it a shift to gender as the dominant cate-
gory of interpretation. This new tack ironically sometimes had the effect of making 
intensive excavation more difficult: if medieval misogyny had suppressed authentic 
expressions of female identity, then by definition no genuinely independent forms 
of expression could emerge. According to this way of looking at things, it was 
not simply that the art of female monasticism, like dark matter, could not be per-
ceived, it de facto could not exist, at least not in any authentic fashion. In keeping 
with a concomitant insistence on the domination of discourse, all that supposedly 
survived were representations of female identity put forward by men.27 The limi-
tations of so doctrinaire an approach are exposed by the title of an important and 
influential study of the literature of female monasticism, Ursula Peter’s Religiöse 
Erfahrung als literarisches Faktum (Mystical Experience as Literary Fact, 1988).28 
Although successful in revealing the extent of convention (i.e. construction) in the 
representation of what purported to be first‐hand accounts of female experience, 
this approach, if taken to extremes, ruled out any access to the experience of 
medieval women. Skepticism about experience, however, represented a welcome 
antidote to romantic assumptions of empathetic identification across time, let alone 
the previous practice of undue psychologizing brought to bear on female mystics 
(often “diagnosed” as hysterics) or positivist notions of being able to recover “wie 
es eigentlich gewesen ist” (how things actually were – as if one could ever recover 
fully what the world looks like from another viewer’s perspective).29

In all such debates, as in feminism itself, “experience” came to the fore as a 
proving ground for different ways of construing the sources, all the more so in 
that much of the literature of female monasticism, especially those from German‐
speaking regions, whether convent chronicles (otherwise known as “Sisterbooks”) 
or mystical texts, offered an unusually rich vein to tap for historians interested in 
what otherwise remains rare in medieval sources, namely, apparent accounts of 
first‐hand responses to works of art. Medieval sources are often frustrating in this 
regard; even when references to images (more plentiful than sometimes imag-
ined) can be found, they are very often generic in nature.30 Inventories are even 
less informative when it comes to issues of reception. In this respect, the literature 
of female monasticism presents an apparent gold mine, and its riches were tapped 
by historians whose work in the 1980s participated in the general shift away from 
issues of production to those of reception. The title of Hans Belting’s ground‐
breaking study of the reception of the Byzantine Man of Sorrows in the medieval 
West, Das Bild und sein Publikum im Mittelalter, is indicative in this regard.31

The literary sources for the study of female monasticism, however, are not only 
a gold mine, they are also a mine field. Art historians often protest that historians 
too easily take medieval images as illustrations or reflections of reality, rather than 
as the representations that they are, images that shape experience more than they  
merely reflect it. Art historians, in turn, should not (and increasingly do not) 
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overlook the conventions that, shaped by social, political, and religious exi-
gencies, structure the representation of experience in literature. One way forward 
has been to recognize that all such conventions are responsive both to autho-
rial intention and social prerogative. Rather than choose between experience and 
exemplar, one can trace changing patterns and shifting points of emphasis within 
a complex network of conventions that both express and shape experience. Seen 
from this perspective, the texts are rich in accounts of devotional images, not 
because women necessarily required or relied on such images to a greater extent 
than men (although in some cases that can be shown to have been the case), but 
rather because they were, for a host of reasons, represented as requiring them. In 
this context, as in any other, virtually any account of how images were used or 
viewed must be considered in the context of a pre‐existing culture of images and 
of the debates over the enthusiasm that they were capable of generating. Images, 
rather than offering a mirror held up to reality, occupy a house of mirrors in which 
appearances can deceive.

The literature of female monasticism forces the question to what degree certain 
types of “experience” themselves were conventionally associated with religious 
women. One signal instance involves erotic imagery.32 Christianity’s inclusion 
of the Song of Songs in its canon of scripture ensured its language of love a 
central, even sanctioned place in religious discourse, e.g. in the Marian liturgy. 
The somatic imagery of the Canticle was a common inheritance for monks and 
nuns. The literature written by and for nuns (and there are subtle distinctions) 
differs in its application of the Song’s metaphorical imagery, above all when it 
comes to its translation into images. Works such as the Rothschild Canticles, 
Christus und die minnende Seele, the Song of Songs cycle at Chełmno that rep-
resents the lost manuscript model for the Canticum canticorum block books of 
the fifteenth century, the majority of images representing Christ crucified by the 
virtues (to which the Sponsa is added), the prefatory images to the Burckhardt‐
Wilde Apocalypse –  in short, virtually all depictions of the Song of Songs that 
translate its impressionistic imagery into a romance with a clear story line – were 
made for women, the majority of them nuns.33 The existence of such imagery 
does not indicate any proclivity for (often thinly) veiled eroticism; rather it simply 
shows that such imagery was considered appropriate for enclosed women whose 
vocation defined them as brides of Christ. The somaticism of much (if hardly all) 
of female spirituality in the later Middle Ages lends its extravagant eroticism an 
overwhelming intensity (and, it must be added, an often cloying sentimentality).

Issues of experience remain front and center when it comes to a central topic 
in all of art history, especially after the semiotic turn, and that is representation. 
Medieval religious art lives from the tension between the visible and the invisible. 
The pressure to make present is typical of late medieval art in general, devotional 
art in particular, and of certain types of female devotional practice to a high degree. 
One should, however, be wary of associating the use of images in the context of 
female monasticism too closely with somatic modes of pious expression. Within 
the history of female mysticism, there is a strong strain of apophatic (negative) as 
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well as cataphatic (positive) mysticism. Margarete Porete and Hadewijch provide 
two potent examples, as does devotion to John the Evangelist, the virginal vision-
ary, and bride of Christ.34 Modern interest in the body has, to a certain extent, 
led to the neglect of the negative in favor of the positive, as has the tendency 
to emphasise various vernaculars over Latin. Not all women, however, chose to 
express themselves in their mother tongue.35

Regional differences also play an important role. Whereas scholarship on female 
monasticism has focused on southern Germany, especially the Alemannic region 
in the German southwest, which experienced an undeniable efflorescence in the 
context of rapid urbanization along the Rhine, other regions present markedly 
different patterns. For example, in northern Germany, linked by the Hanse to 
both England and the Netherlands in the west and Prussia and even Russia to 
the east, the vernaculars spoken border on being a different language. Sources 
testify to the continuing importance of Latin learning in female monastic com-
munities in the north, of which the Dominican convents of Soest and Lemgo in 
Westphalia are, along with the Cistercian convent of Helfta in Saxony, among 
the best documented (fig. 34-4).36 The visual universe that unfolds in the litur-
gical manuscripts from Paradies bei Soest reveals a piety that was communal, not 
individual, in focus, and in which patristic and monastic classics of the twelfth 
century continued to play a prominent, even dominant, role. The prominence of 
diagrammatic imagery in these manuscripts reveals a corresponding reliance on 
high medieval monastic materials in service of a piety that is communal, liturgical, 
and intellectual. Not only did the nuns marshal a vast number of textual sources, 
some of them bordering on the esoteric, they employed inscribed images to 
compose a complex commentary on the liturgy and to articulate a theology of 
deification gleaned from Dominican mystical theology.

The manuscripts from Paradies demonstrate decisively that nuns cannot be 
restricted to the role of mouthpieces for their male advisers. Independence, 
however, did not necessarily imply resistance. Most nuns or tertiaries were not 
mystics; even when they exploited their status as charismatics to urge reform, as, 
for example, in the cases of Catherine of Siena and Birgitta of Sweden, they saw 
themselves as standing in service of the church. Most nuns owed their allegiance 
not only to their order, but also to their families for whom they prayed and who 
provided them in turn with material support (fig. 34-5). The close ties between 
clan and convent could generate factions within the walls who, no less than in 
other churches of the later Middle Ages, competed with one another for space 
and attention.37 The politics in question in such situations were not sexual; they 
were civic, even secular.

Despite all the difficulties, close attention to patterns of patronage and 
piety reveals differences in practice that, if never absolute, mark out a different 
realm of experience. Nowhere is this clearer than in the boundaries marked by 
the architecture of enclosure. Space literally shapes experience, and the spaces 
inhabited by nuns differed by definition from those inhabited by men, in function 
as well as form. Degrees of difference can be observed in other areas as well. 



Figure 34-4  Officium, Feast of Corpus Christi, Dominican Convent of Paradies bei 
Soest (Westphalia), c.1380. Gradual, Düsseldorf, Universitäts‐ und Landesbibliothek, 
D 11, p. 319. Source: photo courtesy of ULB Düsseldorf.



Figure 34.5  Deacon Vihelin performing mass in the Marian Church at Herrenberg, c.1410, 
52.5 × 54.5 cm. Stuttgart, Württembergisches Landesmuseum, Inv.‐Nr. WLM 7796.
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Aristocratic women, many of them nuns, led the way in the adoption of exten-
sively illustrated prayer books, not only psalters (of which the St. Albans Psalter is 
easily the most famous example), but also devotional picture books.38 The earliest 
extant book of hours with illustrations (Oxford, Bodleian Library, Canon. Liturg. 
277), dating to the late eleventh century, and written in a variant of Beneventan 
script, was made for a late eleventh‐century Benedictine nunnery in Dadar 
(Dalmatia).39 In Germany, most early witnesses to the cult of the Veronica come 
from female monastic communities for which it provided a vehicle for the practice 
of spiritual pilgrimage. At least in the north, the same holds true for a preponder-
ance of icons imported from the east at an early period. Not all visionaries were 
women, but visions, with their attendant emphasis on visual experience, assumed 
a place of special importance in female monastic communities. The omnipresence 
of pictures within enclosure could be construed as a response to isolation, but also 
served to support an intensely imaginative set of practices in which images acted 
as intercessors and interlocutors. The way in which nuns literally took devotion 
with images into their own hands has often been dismissed as a kind of child’s 
play. If, however, one recalls that devotional props of all kinds – Christ in the 
cradle displayed by Francis of Assisi, Christ riding the donkey on Palm Sunday, 
Christ on the Cross with movable arms, the dead Christ in the Easter sepulcher, 
the ascendant Christ pulled up the vaults on Ascension day – were part and parcel 
of the everyday liturgy, then the so‐called “devotional dolls” of nuns can be seen 
as having participated in a broader spectrum of image use.40 It makes no sense to 
dismiss nuns’ use of portable devotional images as child’s play, yet accept their 
application in the other contexts as appropriately liturgical.

At the risk of generalization, it can be said that the distinctive profile of female 
monasticism became more pronounced as the Middle Ages progressed. In the 
early and High Middle Ages, double monasteries remained common, but over 
the course of the twelfth century, with notable exceptions, they largely disap-
peared. Monks and nuns were increasingly forced to go their separate ways. With 
the rise of the mendicant orders, which by definition sought to go out into the 
world, the contrast between their peripatetic life and the enclosed regime of nuns 
only became more pronounced. In the context of such developments, it should 
hardly come as a surprise that the sources for the history of female spirituality  
suggest something of a hothouse atmosphere. Convents were by definition 
inward‐looking places in which a similarly oriented spirituality was cultivated.

There is, however, a tension between such spiritual interiority (especially 
important in the context of mysticism) and the overtly incarnational emphasis of 
much (although hardly all) female piety. Here too, however, nuns’ pious practices 
must be seen as part of a continuum. The somatic character of their devotional 
practice is in keeping with the character of late medieval religiosity tout court.41 
Materiality means more than the mere stuff from which objects are crafted. 
It also extends beyond material culture per se to include belief systems that com-
prehend matter.42 In theory, one must distinguish between the stuff of bodies 
(relics) and the matter from which images were made. In practice, the distinction 
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was blurred. Images were perceived as acting on their own. The sources, visual as 
well as verbal, suggest that nuns enjoyed an especially intense, intimate, animated 
set of interactions with images. Without rehearsing now tired debates over what 
constitutes an “Andachtsbild” (devotional image), it can be said that while any 
image could serve as a prompt to devotion, certain images, such as sculpted rep-
resentations of the Christus‐Johannes‐Gruppe (Group of Christ and St. John), 
not all of which can be defined exclusively as devotional images, were particu-
larly popular in female monastic communities. Moreover, even in those cases in 
which a particular image can be shown to have circulated among both men and 
women, very often it was women who led the way. In this respect, nuns’ use of 
images reflected their liminal social status. Although members of religious orders, 
they were not members of the clergy and thus, strictly speaking, remained part of 
the laity. Despite separation, they thus mediated, on the one hand, between the 
church and the laity through their prayers, providing efficacious pleas for interces-
sion for patrons and family members. On the other hand, through their piety and 
pictorial propaganda, they provided the laity with effective, exemplary models for 
emulation.

In investigating the extent of difference in women’s devotional practice, the 
cura monialium or the pastoral care of nuns inevitably assumes an important role. 
It nevertheless represents a fraught area of research, as just how it is construed 
(and its conditions varied immensely), becomes critical when defining the roles 
and status of women and their ability to act as independent agents. When consid-
ering the cura monialium, all the issues of suppression vs. resistance, dependence 
vs. independence, submission vs. self‐assertion that are critical to modern schol-
arship are played out in a great variety of ways. In the Middle Ages (and still 
often today) the lives of women were governed by men. Nowhere is this more 
apparent than in the celebration of the Eucharist, a rite that was central to the 
religious life of nuns, especially in the later Middle Ages. In the Middles Ages 
(as today), women could not assume the role of priest (although they did occa-
sionally preach). Necessity, however, was then, as now, the mother of invention: 
nuns, whether mystics or not, found alternative avenues to express their reverence 
for the consecrated body of Christ. Although a variety of architectural solutions 
denied nuns access to the high altar, the lay congregation and, for the most part, 
the priest, nuns’ choirs often housed their own altar within which the consecrated 
host could be reserved. In coming to terms with the complexities of the cura 
monialium, it can again be debated to what extent certain sources are proba-
tive. Statutes define behavioral norms. They, however, were often honored in the 
breach, and not simply for scandalous reasons.43 For different groups, the enclo-
sure of women served different purposes; what resulted was often a compromise 
between conflicting ideals. One area in which such conflicts come to the fore is 
hagiography, visual as well as verbal. Male confessors, attracted to female charis-
matics, often sought to use them for their own propagandistic purposes. To try to 
see the world as the women themselves saw it therefore requires reading between 
the lines. Hildegard of Bingen’s Liber Scivias is perhaps the most controversial such 
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case. Whereas most historians regard the illustrations as Hildegard’s inventions 
and creations, others see them, no less than the text, through the filter imposed 
by Hildegard’s amanuensis, Vollmar.44 To adjudicate controversies such as this, 
what is required is a revised notion of what constitutes authorship in various 
medieval contexts, whether in regard to texts or to works of art.

Scholarship on the art of female monasticism inevitably reflects the nature of 
the material. Whereas in some cases it focuses on those aspects that remain dis-
tinctive, in others it has helped propel certain issues to the forefront of scholarly 
attention on a broader front. One such issue is vision, not only prophetic and 
mystical, but sensory as well, a focus manifested in renewed interest in medieval 
optics and theories of sight.45 Historical accounts of vision construe it in terms 
of visuality to underscore the degree to which its character remains contingent 
on the subjectivity of a particular viewer or audience. Rashamon now extends 
to embrace all of history; how a particular historical account ends depends on 
the standpoint of the viewer (and in turn of the historian). Art‐historical inter-
est in visuality hardly originated in medieval studies, but the prominence of 
visionary imagery in medieval art, as well as of medieval accounts of visionary 
experiences involving works of art, provided, as it were, a portal through which 
visuality and related terms (such as the gaze) entered the study of medieval art. 
Within this methodological optic, female visionaries have played a prominent 
role. Medieval vision is usually discussed within frameworks derived from such 
classics of exegesis as Augustine’s De genesi ad litteram, which distinguished 
between corporeal, spiritual, and intellectual vision.46 Within any such scheme, 
the devotional practices of medieval women who cultivated an intensely somatic 
relationship with corporeal images that appealed as much to touch as they did 
to the eye could not be but regarded as secondary in status, as obstacles rather 
than as vehicles to the perception of divinity. The art of female spirituality offers 
another perspective, not from below, but from another place in which the body, 
in keeping the incarnational imperative of Christianity itself, provides its own 
path to God.47

As art history extends its purview to comprehend the entire sensorium, the 
liturgy presents a logical place to turn. The liturgy provided or at least aspired 
to provide an all‐encompassing sensurround environment. Reform orders such 
as the Cistercians had rejected this aesthetic of sensory saturation but, by the 
Late Middle Ages, images were to be found everywhere. For nuns confined to 
enclosure, often without direct visual access to the high altar, hearing assumed 
outsized importance. The experience of sound, however, was not necessar-
ily a passive experience. Nuns participated in the production of sacred sounds. 
In addition to illustrating their own liturgical books, they also composed chant.48 
The liturgical manuscripts from female monastic communities of the Late Middle 
Ages are among the most lavishly illustrated of their time, often with highly inven-
tive iconography for which the closest parallels can be found in contemporary 
visionary literature, itself no less dependent on liturgical sources. Visualization 
and vocalization went hand in hand.
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For female monasticism, as in so many other contexts, architecture provides 
the framework within which virtually any aspect of their daily life, devotional 
practices included, must be considered. Across Europe, the art and architecture 
of female monasticism varies greatly by region. One must also differentiate among 
monastic orders, although on closer examination strict typologies inevitably break 
down. In some areas (e.g. Italy, German‐speaking regions), evidence is relatively 
abundant; in others (e.g. England and France), it is, in contrast, rather scarce. 
The reasons for such scarcity also vary. The Gilbertines, an order found only in 
England, built double monasteries of a particular type. In England, where the 
Carthusian order played a significant role in the pastoral care of nuns, a good 
many manuscripts from foundations such as Syon Abbey survive. Very few, how-
ever, are illustrated. The Reformation took an enormous toll. In France, where 
the Reformation was hardly a factor, modernization, amplified by centralization, 
plus the ravages of two world wars has obliterated most material remains of female 
monasticism (the library at Metz being one infamous example). The great royal 
foundations of Poissy and Longchamps, however, despite their ruined state, pro-
vide a wealth of evidence, partly in the form of inventories. In Italy, many female 
monastic communities continued to flourish well into the modern era, a fact 
reflected in the preponderance of modern scholarship on Italian foundations 
during the Renaissance and Baroque periods.

As gaps in the appended bibliography make clear, despite close to four decades 
of intense investigation, there remains a great deal to discover or revisit. Well‐
known repositories harbor little‐known treasures. In addition to the manuscripts 
from Soest, recent discoveries include a group of textiles from Wienhausen 
consisting mostly of ritual garments custom‐made from a colorful variety of 
precious textiles to adorn several cult images revered by the nuns.49 In light of all 
that remains to be done, it would seem that no single tool‐kit is sufficient to the 
double task of discovery and analysis defined at the outset of this chapter in terms 
of the various phases of feminist scholarship. On the one hand, it is vital to con-
tinue the important work of excavation using all traditional tools of art‐historical 
inquiry. On the other hand, it is no less essential to treat the material sympathet-
ically by deploying a range of methodological approaches that seek to integrate 
the material into mainstream art history without denying its distinctive character. 
It could be said that the study of the art of female monasticism inevitably remains 
in its infancy. Nevertheless, the methodological innovations and insights it has 
provided are indicative of a maturity beyond its years.
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35

Cistercian Architecture
Peter Fergusson

Few areas of medieval study have seen a more rapid expansion in the past 40 years 
than the scholarship on Cistercian architecture. Older general histories of medi-
eval architecture if they presented the Order’s work at all placed it as a coda to 
Romanesque or Gothic on account of its reductive forms and style, and even, on 
occasion, described its artistic interests as anti‐art.1 More recent work accepts the 
distinctiveness of Cistercian architecture and positions it in critical reassessments 
of the architecture of the Middle Ages.

This dramatic re‐evaluation is best explained by a welcome confluence of 
interdisciplinary studies. Historians have greatly broadened knowledge of the 
order’s documentary, legislative, and archival history throwing new light on its 
institutional character and the developing nature of its monastic ideals. Most 
illuminating has been the emergence thanks to women’s studies of the neglected 
Cistercians nuns’ foundations which are now considered with the extensively 
studied monks’ monasteries. Architectural historians have benefitted from clearer 
contexts to open new interpretative approaches. At the same time, archeologists 
using new techniques in surveying have recovered information formerly believed 
to be irretrievably lost, the work aided, ironically, by ruined Cistercian sites which 
offer opportunities for study denied to most in‐use buildings. Mutually stimu-
lating each other, these different disciplines have progressively revitalized studies 
of Cistercian architecture.

The Cistercians never lacked for historians. From the order’s beginnings 900 
years ago, men set down accounts of the foundation of individual houses, chronicled 
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their development, wrote vitas of their venerated brethren, collected charters and 
deeds, many containing an occasional reference to buildings. For the purposes 
of this chapter these references will be deemed the sources of Cistercian history 
and are distinguished from the commentaries on those sources, or from histories 
that aim to shape a narrative of architecture from them. The latter literature is 
largely post‐use, written after the monasteries had closed. In most cases closure 
resulted from external events such as the destruction of the Hundred Years’ War 
in parts of France.2 A century later, the Reformation terminated communal life in 
entire countries like England. Where Catholicism continued, as in Spain, Portugal, 
Hungary, Bohemia, Italy, and much of France, monastic institutions survived for 
another 250 years until their doors were closed during the convulsions at the end 
of the eighteenth century.3 Few abbeys enjoy unbroken histories, although in 
Austria communities at Heiligenkreuz and Zwettl live in the same buildings and 
work the same granges as their brethren 800 years ago.

To steer this chapter I want to concentrate on the order’s monasteries in 
England while including comparative material drawn from other countries to 
amplify trends or to illustrate the narrative. I would justify this approach because 
of the longer historiographical tradition related to the Cistercians in England 
than those in other European countries.

Tudor Interests

Record keeping was part of Henry VIII’s Suppression (1535–1539). Visitations 
of religious houses began in the preceding decade with the intention of establishing 
their material holdings and assessing the income from their lands. The ensuing 
compilation of lists included monastic libraries and the registering of armorial 
devices carved on tombs or buildings (to identify aristocratic patrons). John Leland, 
for instance, who held the title of King’s Antiquary, traveled for these purposes in 
the late 1520s. He made notes on their buildings and topography (Cistercian as 
well as those of other orders) with the intention of gathering the material into a 
book to be entitled Laboriouse Journey and Serche of Johan Leylande for Englandes 
Antiquities, although the project was never realized.4 Leland’s recording illus-
trates, however, a distinctive turn of mind, one marked by a valuing of the past, as 
distinct from the Tudor king and his commissioners’ valuing of assets.5

Antiquarianism

Following the Suppression, Leland’s approach anticipated a wider view of the 
recent past. In the Elizabethan period, materials saved from the former monas-
teries such as screens, tracery, and choir stalls found their way into parish churches 
and gentry houses.6 At the same time manuscripts, books, charters, and chronicles 
offered the chance of acquisition. Collectors ranged from the former monks and 
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nuns to high‐ranking churchmen like Matthew Parker (1504–1575), master of 
Corpus Christi College, Cambridge, and later archbishop of Canterbury who 
dispatched a select number of the monastery’s more than 4000 manuscripts and 
early printed books to his old college (where they remain), justifying his action 
because the new secular clergy barely consulted them. Later archbishops followed 
Parker’s example. A similar impulse in the following generation led to the estab-
lishment of institutions such as the College of Antiquaries in 1586.7 In these 
circles, the sense was widespread that material loss had meant as well a loss of 
historical memory, the consequence of what Aston calls the “royal guillotining of 
the monastic past.”8 The recusant poet, John Donne, punned on Henry’s suppres-
sions (made according to categories of “Lesser” and “Greater” monasteries):

So fell our Monasteries, in one instant growne
Not to lesse houses, but, to heapes of stone

Most of England’s 64 Cistercian monasteries met Donne’s description. In the 
immediate aftermath of the Suppression, conditions may be glimpsed from 
the inventories of buildings and their contents. At Rievaulx in north Yorkshire, 
the new owner, the Duke of Rutland, controlled the dismemberment of the 
contents and fabric.9 Elsewhere, mob ransackings destroyed the buildings such 
as the one described at Roche in south Yorkshire.10 The “heapes of stone” were 
reused variously, for gentry houses, road building, costal defenses, etc. The last had 
been the fate of Quarr on the Isle of Wight, but, at a space of 70 years, Sir John 
Oglander, conversing with one of the former monks and moved by his description 
of the beauty of the dismantled church now covered by a field of corn, hired “… 
soome to digge to see whether I myght find ye fowndation butt could not ….”11

Oglander’s efforts aside, collections of charters, endowments, and privileges of 
destroyed houses appeared in Dugdale and Dodsworth’s three‐volume Monasticon 
Anglicanum (1655–1673) (Volume 1 for the English Cistercian houses, Volume 
2 for the Scottish foundations, both with a number of engraved illustrations 
of select sites). These men left no doubt about their views on the Suppression. 
Dugdale referred to it as a “barbarous generation” which had subverted “… those 
godly structures … whereby England was so much adorned.”12

In France, Cistercian houses still in use like Clairvaux drew accounts from visitors 
such as the queen of Sicily (1517).13 Note was made of details like the number of 
stalls in the church, inscriptions, and brief comments made about the architecture. 
A hundred and fifty years later, Dom Germain at St. Germain‐des‐Près in Paris 
started what would eventually become the Monasticon Gallicanum for the Bene-
dictine houses of the Congregation of St. Maur. The same occurred in Sweden in 
the 1690s.

Antiquarian interests underlay the foundation of academies, for instance 
the Académie des inscriptions et Belles‐Lettres (1663), whose goals included 
the recording of “… antiquités et monuments de la France.” At the regional 
level, abbés like Dom Georges Viole (d. 1669) recorded both archival and site 
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information on Cistercian foundations in the diocese of Auxerre, an interest 
marked later in the travels of Martène and Durand (published and illustrated 
in 1717).14 In England such regional interests had become so numerous it took 
William Nicholson in 1696–1699 three volumes to record their bibliography in 
his The English Historical Library.

A more focused attempt to address the shattered, unroofed remains of the 
former monasteries came in mid‐eighteenth‐century England from the garden 
arts. To accord with new meanings ascribed to landscapes, owners began to incor-
porate derelict monastic buildings into their landscapes. Famously at Rievaulx  
(fig.  35-1), Fountains, and Roche in Yorkshire, and Tintern in south Wales, ruins  
came to be newly perceived as stirrers of memory of a lost and distant past. 

Figure 35-1  Rievaulx Abbey, Yorkshire, England. A viewing platform was constructed 
along the escarpment above the ruin and alleys were cut through the tree’d slope to give 
a sequence of staged views. Source: photo reproduced courtesy of English Heritage.
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Although desolation fired the Romantic imagination, other responses were encour-
aged, including sacro‐political readings. Historical narratives relating to England’s 
medieval and contemporary history were triggered at Rievaulx where the architecture 
was seen as exemplifying the country’s original, indigenous architecture.15

Archeology

In the late 1700s the old antiquarian traditions were gradually transformed into 
new interests. Critics turned a faulting gaze on landscaped ruins.16 William Gilpin, 
for instance, pilloried the aesthetic intentions of Lord Scarborough at Roche and 
John Aislabie at Fountains. The latter’s creation of grassed parterres in the former 
cloister and the construction of a circular pedestal for a heathen sculpture in the 
choir, drew the comment “… a Goth may deform when it exceeds the power of 
art to amend.”17

Opinion was divided not only on how to treat Cistercian ruins, but on how to 
view them. Those interested in the aesthetic effect were advised to adopt a distant 
view, while a close‐up view was recommended for those wanting a more “authentic” 
reading. Artists provided for both tastes. Gilpin with his Valley of the Tweed 
with Melrose Abbey 1786 or W. Cooke with Netley Abbey 1806 rendered ruins 
in a scaled topography, while John Carter supplied close‐up views. Carter was 
supported by Richard Gough, the director of the Society of Antiquaries of 
London whose advocacy of greater accuracy in topographic drawing appeared in 
the first number of Archaeologia (1770).

Collectors of both types of views could count on artists to serve their interests. 
In Germany they included Caspar David Friedrich who, in turn, was part of the 
antiquarian circle associated with University of Greifswald under the leadership  
of Ludwig Kosegarten (1758–1818).18 Kosegarten led tours to ruined sites, 
inspected tombs, and discussed architecture; he also translated English antiquarian 
and garden theory texts into German, such as Gilpin’s Observations on the Western 
Parts of England (1798), translated in 1805. Such efforts were spurred by the 
Revolution in France; seen through this lens, the past resonated with values of 
stability and cultural permanence.

John Carter’s drawings and written observations appeared in over 350 papers 
contributed to the Gentleman’s Magazine. A number lambasted cathedral restora-
tion and exposed the eccentricities of their errant chapters, but Carter’s discerning 
eye also included Cistercian remains. Visiting Jervaulx in Yorkshire in 1806 he 
despaired over the “havocked down” condition of its “unintelligible … ruins,” but 
15 years later approvingly hailed the site’s clearance undertaken by John Claridge, 
the agent of the owner, the Earl of Aylesbury.19 Claridge’s work, among the earliest 
at a Cistercian site, allowed Carter to measure the church, list tombs, record archi-
tectural detailing, and propose periods of work for the plundered building.

For Carter, monastic remains held value for their intrinsic qualities as well as 
for their powers of connection and association. The same interests prevailed in 
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France, manifested in the founding of the Société française d’archéologie in 1834 
and of numerous regional societies, such as Arcisse Du Caumont’s Société des 
Antiquaires de Normandie which made an early visit to Mortemer.20 These bodies 
organized tours, published accounts of visits, and investigated monastic remains.

Much of the work before 1850 lacked a precise method of analysis, in particular 
a way of coordinating archeological, architectural, and historical material. In 
England, this need was supplied by Robert Willis (1800–1878) whose immensely 
impressive methods remain influential.21 As professor of engineering at Cambridge, 
Willis approached medieval architecture from a markedly different background. 
Extensive travels in Germany, France, and Italy, allowed him to formulate broad 
questions on such matters as style or the origin of Gothic. His publications of 
standing buildings such as Canterbury Cathedral and its conventual buildings 
established new analytical standards.22 By accurately phasing constructional 
sequences and relating them to historical documents and specific patrons, Willis 
was able to read out from the walls a demonstrable fabric history, an essential 
step in the construction of history.

Search for Definitions

Cistercian studies emerged prominently in the mid‐nineteenth century. An early 
concern focused on how to classify Cistercian architecture, specifically how to 
define its identity distinct from contemporary efforts to define Romanesque and 
Gothic. In Germany, discussion focused on whether the order’s architecture 
embodied Romanesque values, or undermined them through the importation of 
French Gothic. These wider issues feature in discussions by Schnaase (1856), de 
Roisin (1859), and Dehio and von Bezold at the end of the century.23 Related 
interests in such definitions preoccupied Sharpe in England (1874), and Viollet‐le‐
Duc in France in Volume 1 of his Dictionnaire (1875).24 At the same time a 
different line of enquiry focused on the examination of individual sites in France. 
The Congrès archéologique (founded 1834) initiated regional architectural 
surveys where Cistercian sites were considered along with Romanesque and 
Gothic architecture. Notable were those published for the Aube by A.‐F. Arnaud 
in 1837, for the Soissonnais and Laonnois by Jean Lequeux in 1859, and for the 
Aisne by Edouard Fleury in 1882.25 More in‐depth monographs dealing with 
history, documents, and architecture also appeared on specific Cistercian sites: 
on Buildwas in England by John Potter (1846), on Longpont in France by Abbé 
Poquet (1869), and on Villers‐en‐Brabant in Belgium by Charles Licot (with 
Emile Lefèvre) (1877) (fig. 35-2).26 Licot’s interests had begun in 1870 and his 
long efforts to persuade the state to assume responsibility for the site were finally 
realized in 1892.

In England, antiquarian interests widened discussion through archeology. Sir 
William St. John Hope, a polymath who held the influential position of secretary 
of the Society of Antiquaries of London, excavated nearly 30 monastic sites along 
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with other responsibilities in a 40‐year career assisted by his sometime collabora-
tor, Harold Brakspear. Six of the sites were Cistercian; others belonged to the 
Benedictines, Cluniacs, Augustinians, Premonstratensians, Templars, Carthusians, 
Friars, and an Augustinian nunnery. Hope’s prodigious activity provided unique 
comparative site information and led him to identify “standard” series of building 
plans for the different orders.27 Although many sites showed little more than grass 
overgrown earthworks, Hope exploited these conditions to dig small trenches sel-
dom more than 0.5 meters in width to follow foundations or explore important 
intersections. His goal was the recovery of the plan of the entire site (rather than 
just the claustral nucleus) and to identify the precinct buildings. The functions 
of a number of the excavated buildings remained mysterious and it is puzzling 
why Hope failed to draw on Robert Willis’s book on the St. Gall plan or his 
analysis of the “waterworks” drawing of Canterbury cathedral priory where each 
building is identified.28 Brakspear developed Hope’s “wall following” technique. 

Figure 35-2  Villers‐en‐Brabant, Belgium. One of the most complete Cistercian ruins, 
Villers was also the first site to be taken under state control in 1892. Source: photo 
reproduced courtesy of Editions Racine/Thomas Coomans.
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Working more slowly and with a wider remit, Brakspear realized that area excava-
tion allowed for the recognition of earlier buildings on the site of their successor 
buildings.29 Taking over Hope’s excavation at Waverley, south of London, the 
Cistercians’ first foundation in Britain, Brakspear discovered the remains of the 
community’s early church and claustral buildings lying beneath later buildings. 
His development of what is now called “vertical archaeology” continues a century 
later. In subsequent campaigns at Waverley, Brakspear focused on such hitherto 
neglected areas as the inner and outer courts or on buildings like the laybrothers’ 
infirmary.30

A second phase followed related to the change of ownership of Cistercian sites. 
Until the early twentieth century all were privately owned, some the inheritance 
of families who had purchased or been granted them at the Suppression. The 
properties included monastic ruins and they were partly prized for their neglect. 
This made it easy for owners to attribute fabric decay (or collapse) to a “natural” 
process. In Yorkshire the crossing tower at Kirkstall collapsed in 1779, and the 
south transept at Byland subsided into a pile of rubble in 1822. Antiquarians 
deplored such losses and they lobbied the government to enforce maintenance, 
a process formulated by the Office of Works, established in 1882 by an Act of 
Parliament.31 Its statutory powers proved inadequate, however, and mandated 
maintenance had to wait until 1913 for the necessary muscle to be drafted into the 
language of the Ancient Monuments Consolidation and Amendment Act. Credit 
for the new legislation belongs to Sir Charles Peers. Following the Great War 
(1914–1918), Peers encouraged private owners to place their crumbling monas-
tic structures into government guardianship, and established the procedures and 
policy regarding their stabilization and care. Major Cistercian sites acquired by 
Peers were Rievaulx (1918), Roche (1921), Byland (1922), Furness (1923).

Guardianship entailed presentation of the formerly private properties to the 
general public. The parts of monasteries most easily grasped were the church 
and cloister; other areas within the former precinct such as the inner and outer 
courts and related buildings were considered of lesser importance. This ranking 
determined Peers’s negotiations with owners. Subsequent experience indicated 
the need to purchase retroactively the adjacent precinct areas to meet require-
ments for visitor entry booths and parking lots. Peers faced many challenges as 
he worked to stabilize ruins and turn them into public monuments. Before they 
could be readied for public opening Peers assessed the need for clearance. Adopt-
ing Hope’s plan‐centered approach expedited a quicker turnaround of ruin into 
monument than was the case with Brakspear’s painstaking method. So far as 
the gathering of information was concerned, this turned out to be a mistaken 
judgment. At both Rievaulx and Byland more than 100 000 tons of collapsed 
floors and overturned walls dating from the Suppression were emptied out 
by World War I veterans with trenching skills. Recording was minimal. Much 
primary evidence was irrevocably lost.

To serve the considerable public interest in the newly opened monuments, 
Peers devised the site Guide, a genre of writing and scholarship different from that 
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of the archeological paper where Hope and Brakspear had presented their find-
ings.32 As austere as the cleared sites, the Guides offered a bare‐bones history fol-
lowed by a lucid description of the visible physical remains presented in itineraries. 
Light attention was paid to monastic function, precinct organization, or matters 
such as circulation. This mode of presentation endured for nearly half a century. 
And it underlay Sir Nikolaus Pevsner’s influential Buildings of England series (early 
1950s forwards) albeit enriched with broadening and informed observations.

It was left to John Bilson to bring synthesis to the growing body of Cister-
cian material. In two book‐length studies of Cistercian architecture published in 
scholarly journals (1907, 1909), Bilson’s interpretative treatments of the order’s 
early buildings remained authoritative for much of the twentieth century.33 An 
architect by profession, Bilson saw Cistercian architecture with an eye trained to 
ornamental detail which he employed to establish dating and to trace influence. 
Bilson maintained close contact with scholars in France, attending the annual 
meetings of the congrès archéologique, and his meticulously footnoted texts were 
rich in comparative material drawn from France and other European countries. 
Combined with his deep understanding of local building traditions, knowledge 
of the order’s legislation, and familiarity with Romanesque in its motherland 
of eastern France, Bilson’s contacts broadened the context for Cistercian 
architecture. Unaccountably, Bilson rarely phased standing fabrics, the method 
pioneered by Willis 50 years earlier and practiced by his colleague and contem-
porary, Brakspear.

Other scholars in Europe turned to synthetic treatments of the Cistercians. 
In 1911 Herman Rüttiman published his study of the role played by the order’s 
legislation on its architecture.34 The next year saw the appearance of Sigurd Cur-
man’s Bidrag till Kännedomen om cistercienserordens byggnadskonst, Stockholm, 
1912, and four years later of both Hans Rose’s Die Baukunst der Cisterzienser, 
Munich, and Paul Clemen’s Die Klosterbauten der Cistercienser in Belgien, Berlin. 
Rose’s study moved beyond matters of archeology, morphology, or style to make 
links to architectural theory related to Romanesque and Gothic architecture.

In the two decades separating the world wars specialists’ treatments favored 
books demarcated by country borders despite the Cistercians’ pan‐European 
character. The most influential was Marcel Aubert’s two volume L’Architecture 
cistercienne en France (1943, reissued 1947). The books resulted from a decade‐
long collaboration with the Marquise de Maillé, but her name failed to appear 
with his on the title page even though it was she who undertook much of the 
travel, fieldwork, photography, and negotiation with owners (extending into the 
early years of World War II). Their study moved systematically from historical 
matters to consideration of the life of the monks and conversi, and then to the 
architecture of the churches. For the last, which constituted the major part of 
Volume One, architecture was broken down into elements – plans, elevations, 
vaults, decoration, and so forth – which were treated developmentally. Volume 
Two covered the conventual structures. Nothing as comprehensive had been 
attempted before.
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Post‐World War II Interests

Following the devastation of World War II the impulse for European union 
encouraged interest in the Cistercian Order’s model of centralized organization. 
Church reconstruction in Germany embraced the austerity and lack of orna-
mentation inherent in Cistercian buildings. Most attention went to the order’s 
mid‐twelfth‐century Romanesque churches. These were regarded as the critical 
early statements of the order’s intentions as well as being constructed during 
St. Bernard of Clairvaux’s lifetime. As early as the 1120s Bernard’s Apologia 
distinguished between monastic churches and ones serving lay people. Further-
more, Cistercian legislation ordained that specific details conform to the “forma 
ordinis.”35 Discerning what this phrase meant in practice proved complicated, 
as also did interpreting the legislation related to architecture. After 800 years 
of service, few surviving buildings retained their intended organization let alone 
their appearance. Suspicion grew that Cistercian legislation which earlier scholars 
regarded as determining uniformity, was in fact less monolithic than they sup-
posed. As fabric evidence of the early churches accumulated it indicated a seem-
ing mixed message. While plans supported the notion of a shared model across 
Europe, elevations showed a range of forms indicative of regional influence.

Filiation Paradigm

Different attempts to define Cistercian style marked the 1950s and 1960s. A leading 
figure was Père Anselme Dimier whose excavation activity and collection of more 
than 700 plans of Cistercian monasteries brought together an accessible corpus of 
information.36 To organize this material German scholars argued for the primacy 
of the filiation (the means through which the order had controlled its growth in a 
genealogy stemming from the original five mother houses). Each filiation fostered 
certain characteristics which were transmitted within their respective families of 
daughter houses. Karl Heinz Esser argued for St. Bernard’s influence in the 
second church at Clairvaux, begun in the mid‐1130s (fig. 35-3), believing it the 
prototype for the Clairvaux filiation of more than 150 monasteries.37

Since Clairvaux lay inaccessible under France’s maximum security prison, veri-
fication of the evidence was unreachable. However, Esser argued that the church 
could be inferred at Himmerod, a direct foundation in Germany established in 
1135 (which he had excavated). And it was reflected a little later at Eberbach in 
the 1140s, and in France at Fontenay and Noirlac in the 1150s.38 These closely 
related buildings established the validity of the “Bernardine” family as it came to 
be called.39 Esser’s ideas were expanded by Hanno Hahn in an influential book.40 
He explained the ubiquitous square‐ended church plans as based on a system 
of proportions generated from the crossing of transepts and nave, and further 
defined the elements of the “Bernardine” group to include barrel vaulted naves, 
aisles with transverse barrel vaults, east ends and transepts lower than the naves, 
and avoidance of towers, for example at Fontenay (fig. 35-4).



Figure 35-3  Engraving of Clairvaux, France by C. Lucas (1708). Source: after Dom Milley.

Figure 35-4  Fontenay (Côte d’Or), France. Fontenay illustrates the modest scaled 
overall form, with square‐ended terminations, a low presbytery, and a tower‐less crossing 
and window‐less barrel vaulted nave associated with the “Bernardine” church.
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Hahn had based his ideas on previously published plans, although these 
turned out to be only loosely accurate. When the buildings were precisely 
measured, doubt fell upon his neatly drawn modular schemes.41 Scrutiny by 
his German colleagues pointed to widespread variations among the proposed 
“Bernardine” examples even within the filiation of Clairvaux and, more 
damagingly, doubted the evidence about Clairvaux II. Hahn’s ideas nonethe-
less influenced scholars in a number of countries such as Romanini and Cadei 
for Italy, Stalley for Ireland, and Kinder in her Europe‐wide survey who selec-
tively considered his proportional theories, and took account of variations 
in his Bernardine categories.42

The “Bernardine” model haunted the literature for several decades. Despite 
criticism of linking St. Bernard’s name to the group, it could not be denied that 
the filiation model elucidated features of a number of churches constructed in 
the period c.1145–1165. These buildings featured selected elements with no 
previous use in their locality. Their appearance, therefore, indicated conscious 
association with a model. For example, the two earliest and largest Clairvaux 
affiliated monasteries in Yorkshire, Rievaulx and Fountains, covered the aisles of 
their churches with transverse barrel vaults, a feature deriving from Romanesque 
in Burgundy and adopted there by the order’s monasteries. Similarly transmitting 
the same associations to the Yorkshire monasteries were plans, crossings, and 
distinctive architectural details.

The filiations of the four other mother houses also drew scholarly interest. 
At the founding monastery of Cîteaux construction between 1188 and 1193 saw 
an extended straight‐ended east end with ambulatory chapels returned behind it. 
This design influenced a number of Cistercian foundations in Germany.43 Cloud-
ing the proposed filiation influence of Cîteaux, however, was that of another 
mother house, Morimond, where a similar east end had been developed, arguably 
earlier.

Alternative interpretative models took a broader view of the Cistercian reform. 
The order’s early churches could be linked, albeit in general terms, to the wider 
reform movements in the late eleventh and early twelfth centuries such as Hirsau, 
Grandmont, the Augustinian canons, Victorines, and churches in Rome raised 
during the papacy of the Cistercian pope, Eugenius III (1145–1153) committed 
to the ecclesia primitiva.44

The same search for definitions underlay the Cistercians’ other buildings 
apart from the church. A medium‐sized monastery comprised upwards of 50 
buildings and the question arose: could they also carry the mark of the order? 
A number of distinctive features emerged from Glyn Coppack’s study of inner 
and outer courts in the monasteries in England. When other scholars focused 
on building types such as the chapter house, refectory, gatehouse, day stair, and 
abbot’s house, a pattern similar to that of the churches could be discerned.45 
Plans indicated a common identity; elevations constructed over the plans varied 
region to region.
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A New Paradigm

More recent research focused on late twelfth century churches has reshaped an 
understanding of Cistercian architecture. In France Jacques Henriet’s analysis of 
Cherlieu (Franche‐Comté), and later Caroline Bruzelius’s of Longpont, revealed 
features with no known origins within the order. Instead, the master masons 
of these buildings turned to contemporary regional developments for models.46 
For Longpont the sources could be traced to cathedral construction. Bishops of 
influential dioceses like Soissons, Noyon, and Laon had served as founders of a 
number of important Cistercian monasteries close to these centers. Study of these 
churches revealed an architecture drawn from cathedral models.47 In turn, Long-
pont influenced Royaumont and Vauclair, and as Coomans later showed, Villers‐
en‐Brabant.48 Likewise, Villers inspired other abbeys such as Aulne, Val‐Saint‐
Laurent, and Saint‐Bernard‐sur L’Escaut. In Germany, Altenberg and Walkenried 
could be seen in the same way.49 For the latter, lack of agreement over the French 
sources has seen Cologne offered as the model or an amalgam of Rhenish and 
Île‐de‐France precedents.50

The influence of regional centers on Cistercian master masons has also been 
raised by scholars in England. Abandoning the century‐long notion of the order 
as “missionaries of Gothic,” Stuart Harrison has persuasively outlined a developed 
Gothic in the north of England that showed the reverse.51 Cistercian monasteries 
in Yorkshire, notably Jervaulx and Meaux, absorbed ideas from York Minster 
(1160s), and in turn these abbeys influenced the eastern extension at Fountains, 
and, then, outside the order, the architecture at the Collegiate foundation at 
Beverley.52 In 2015 Harrison and Coppack demonstrated that Cistercian church-
es in Lincolnshire from the 1160s drew on this same minster prototype of early 
Gothic in the north.53

These authors have re‐set definitions about Cistercian churches constructed 
at the end of the twelfth century. A common model in the heartland of eastern 
France no longer holds as an idea to cover Cistercian architecture. Instead, the 
order may be seen as open to new ideas and impulses drawn from Early Gothic 
models in the pioneering centers of northeast France. This revision has parallels 
with Constance Berman’s controversial recasting of Cistercian history arguing 
for the formation of its identity as completed only in the 1170s after a process of 
evolution.54

Just as important in this rewriting of Cistercian history is the investigation 
awaiting the architecture of Cistercian nuns. Omitted from earlier histories, the 
nuns’ in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries show the order to have been more 
experimental than was previously thought. Women’s studies can take credit for 
the expanded knowledge about the nuns, although archeology has yet to uncover 
a corresponding history.55 While men religious withdrew into rural isolation to 
fulfill their vocations, nuns in the order’s homeland of France engaged with the 
world, living out their dedication to the spirit of poverty and charity by serving 
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hospices, caring for lepers, and addressing general medical needs. Notable institu-
tions such as Montreuil, Tart, Tarrant, and Wechterswinkel remain uninvestigated, as 
also does the nuns’ written legacy as exampled by Gertrud of Helfta and Mechtild 
of Hackeborn.56 City‐based, the nuns’ architecture needs to be incorporated in 
present histories. In a parallel development, French theorists like Michel Foucault 
and Pierre Bourdieu have led scholars to seek gendered readings of both men’s’ 
and women’s’ institutions.57

Less neglected has been the architecture associated with the late medieval period 
extending through the fourteenth to the sixteenth centuries. Earlier writers tend-
ed to ignore this 200‐year period. Yet in some countries such as Spain these years 
were something of a golden age marked by revival. The same marked France with 
the reform movements of Rancé at La Trappe.58

Reassessments of Cistercian architecture may be linked to the development of 
specialist disciplines. Within archeology new technical and field‐work methods 
superseded the grid methods of excavation pioneered by Mortimer Wheeler and 
later refined in the open area, stratigraphic procedures worked out by Axel Steens-
berg in Denmark.59 After World War II the scholars making these advances were 
based in universities, the process exemplified in France with the establishment 
in the 1950s of the Centre de Recherches Archéologiques Mèdiévales (CRAM) 
at the Université de Caen. New equipment, like flotation tanks for soil sampling 
and sieving, made it possible to recover objects like seeds, fish bones, and the 
like. From these came information about Cistercian agriculture, diet, disease, and 
health. The wide range of finds nurtured, in turn, material culture as a central 
aspect of study. For recording and phasing structures, photogrammetry and 
rectified photography provided greater accuracy and when allied with computer 
assisted design (CAD), allowed for the production of drawings for easy manipula-
tion of newly discovered data. Most recently, field surveying has been made more 
accessible and vastly cheaper by the appearance of drones. Data have begun to 
reveal how large walled Cistercian precincts were used and how their use differed 
from region to region.

Combinations of geophysical surveying such as resistivity, magnetometry, and 
ground‐penetrating radar have revealed buildings seemingly irrecoverable as little 
as 20 years ago and regarded as permanently lost. Fountains Abbey may illustrate 
how these methods transform our apprehension of architecture. In the late 1990s 
the resistivity survey of the green sward which greets visitors to this World Her-
itage site showed the remains of a large‐scale common hall for visitors located in 
the former Inner Court. Undeterred by this discovery, present‐day presentation 
places a higher value on the verdant scenographic setting than on an accurate 
portrayal of the medieval past.

Modern survey methods are quicker and cheaper than excavation and their 
further advantage is that they leave the evidence undisturbed for later generations 
(when different and more sophisticated techniques may be expected to extract 
more evidence). As a result of these methods, the first architecture of the Cister-
cians is far better known today than 40 years ago. Timber buildings preceded 
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permanent stone replacements. Evidence of timber structures emerged at Fountains 
in the early 1980s, at Rievaulx in the 1990s, and at Sawley in 2002.60 They 
revealed the use of unusual plans and forms. Recognizing this diversity highlights 
an important puzzle unresolved by architectural historians. What precipitated the 
Cistercians’ adoption of the Benedictine plan in the late 1130s as the uniform lay-
out for their monasteries? And who took the decision at a period when the order 
was assiduously distinguishing itself as different from Benedictine monasticism?61

Changed perceptions about the relation of the monks to their neighbors have 
emerged from the work of the order’s economic historians. Patrons required the 
prayers of the monks to grace their families (and their burials) and took a propri-
etory interest in their foundations including making appearance at times in the 
cloister. Likewise, the departure from monasteries of the lay brothers after nearly 
two centuries of occupation posed problems of adaptation of their former build-
ings.62 Conversion to hospitality uses or to individual study quarters for monks 
with strong scholarly backgrounds reveal a responsiveness to developments rather 
than signifying a relaxation of ideals.

The principal advances to a fuller understanding of the Cistercians have come 
from historians. Although their contributions fall outside the scope of this chapter, 
mention needs to be made of four areas where they have provided architectural 
historians with new material. The first concerns the order’s early documents and 
the light they shed on its institutional reform, an area notably advanced in the 
work of Leclercq, Lefèvre, van Damme, and Waddell.63 A second area centers 
on Cistercian legislation. Previously seen as a monolithic phenomenon, it is now 
revealed, thanks to the scholarship of Waddell and others, as evolving and piece-
meal, reactive rather than proscriptive, with statutes put together over time and in 
the face of changing circumstances.64 A third area focuses on settlement, patron-
age, and the variable acquisition of lands (and income) and has been explored by 
McGuire, Burton, and Berman.65 And the last area concerns Cistercian customs 
and practices, a subject spurred by Choisselet and Vernet’s publication of the 
Ecclesiastica Officia in 1989.66

Much has had to be rethought about the order’s architecture as a result of 
scholarly research. The non‐material aspects of architecture such as patrons, land 
management, burial, liturgy, and cults are routinely considered along with tradi-
tional concerns about design, sources, functions, adaptations and attunements, 
craft traditions, materials, and response to the rise of the mendicants, all seen 
within the context of more flexible definitions of Cistercian legislation, enforce-
ment, and identity.67

From its beginnings the Cistercian Order concerned itself with change. 
Architecture was no exception. During the most active period of growth in 
the twelfth and first half of the thirteenth century, scholars have established a 
development marked by varying phases. These extend from the first timber build-
ings in the Romanesque period all the way to the imposing, three‐storied, power-
fully scaled, fully vaulted stone structures in the High Gothic period. Compared 
to the earlier histories characterized by more linear narratives of withdrawal and 
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disengagement, present research reveals an architectural development for the or-
der more nuanced (and more interesting), and more open to external ideas for its 
style and statement.
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Art and Pilgrimage: 
Mapping the Way

Paula Gerson

As with many aspects of Romanesque and Gothic art history in the West, study 
of the relationship of pilgrimage to art is less than a century‐and‐a‐half old.1 Early 
studies were centered on monumental architecture and sculpture along the 
pilgrimage roads through France and Spain to Santiago de Compostela.2 But, 
more recently, scholarly interest has turned toward the experience of the pilgrim 
at the loca sancta. This includes relics, shrines, and reliquaries on the one hand 
and pilgrim badges and souvenirs on the other.3

The Pilgrimage Routes to Santiago de Compostela 
and Its Monuments

The historiography of the earliest studies on art and pilgrimage in Northern 
Europe involves the early studies of both Romanesque art and twelfth‐century 
French literature. These two disciplines intersected early in the twentieth century. 
Both focused on the pilgrimage to Santiago de Compostela and on a text now 
known as the Pilgrim’s Guide to Santiago de Compostela.4 The Pilgrim’s Guide, 
written in the twelfth century, lists the routes to the shrine of St. James and is the 
earliest witness in the West of a pilgrim’s response to architecture and sculpture.5

Although known to earlier scholars, the Pilgrim’s Guide gained prominence 
with its publication in 1882 by Fita and Vinson.6 The guide lists four routes 
through France that joined together at Puenta la Reina in Spain and continued 
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across northern Spain to Santiago de Compostela in the northwest of the peninsula 
(fig. 36-1).7 The easternmost route passed through Orléans, Tours, Poitiers, the 
Santonge, and Bordeaux. It joined the routes that began at Vézelay and Le Puy 
at Ostabat near St. Jean‐Pied‐de‐Porte in the Pyrenees. The route that began in 
Vézelay went through Bourges, Limoges, Périgueux, and St. Sever, meeting the 
others at Ostabat. Beginning in Le Puy, the third route went through Conques, 
Cahors, and Moissac before joining the first two routes at Ostabat. Once joined, 
these routes crossed the pass at Roncesvalles, descended through Pamplona and 
continued west to Puente la Reina. The westernmost route came through Arles, 
St. Gilles, St. Guilhem, Toulouse, Oloron‐Ste‐Marie, crossed the Santa Christina 
pass, descended to Jaca and continued to Puente la Reina. Here it joined the three 
routes that had crossed the Pyrenees at Roncesvalles. The single route through 
northern Spain passed through Estella, Logroño, Sto. Domingo de la Calzada, 
Burgos, Frómista, Sahagún, León, crossed the pass of El Cebrero, and descended 
finally to Santiago de Compostela. In consulting maps of France and Spain, it 
is quite evident that many major Romanesque monuments can be found along 
these five routes.

Enter Joseph Bédier, the brilliant literary scholar of the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth century. Bédier seems to have been the first scholar to conceive 
of the pilgrimage routes presented in the Pilgrim’s Guide as the paths of trans-
mission of culture. In exploring the roots of the literary form of the epic in the 
twelfth century, Bédier envisioned the pilgrimage roads as the arteries along 
which intellectual life traveled in the eleventh and twelfth centuries.8 Although 
first presented (between 1908 and 1913) in a literary context, the concept was 
rapidly adapted to Romanesque architecture and sculpture.

We must now step back a few years. In 1892, Abbé Bouillet published an article 
in which he noted similarities in the architecture of St. Sernin, Toulouse, the 
cathedral of Santiago de Compostela, and St. Foi at Conques.9 These buildings 
formed the core of what has come to be known as “the pilgrimage‐type church.” 
Discussions of other relationships between the Romanesque art of France and 
Spain by both Camille Enlart and Emile Bertaux appeared in 1905 and 1906 in 
André Michel’s Histoire de l’art.10

It is in the decade of the 1920s that Bédier’s literary concepts were applied 
to the nascent history of medieval art. Emile Mâle is the first scholar to bring 
together Bédier’s theory concerning the role of the pilgrimage routes through 
France and Spain with the earlier architectural studies.11 First published in 1922, 
Mâle’s extensive study of twelfth‐century art added three monuments to Abbé 
Bouillet’s original three “similar” churches: St. Martin at Tours, St. Martial at 
Limoges, and St. Sauveur at Figeac.12 Mâle fostered the concept of a pilgrimage 
school of architecture, noting that one building of the “pilgrimage type” was 
found on each of the French roads described in the Pilgrim’s Guide. He wrote: 
“our most famous sanctuaries were spotted along the four routes.”13 Mâle seems 
to be the first to speak of art “traveling” along the pilgrimage roads.14 While not 
stated directly in this way, the same concept is implicit in Arthur Kingsley Porter’s 



Figure 36-1 Map of the pilgrimage routes to Santiago de Compostela. Source: from Shaver-Crandell, Gerson and Stones, 
Pilgrim’s Guide to Santiago de Compostela: A Gazetteer (London, 1995).
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ten‐volume Romanesque Sculpture of the Pilgrimage Roads, published in 1923, 
only one year after Mâle’s volume appeared. The role played by the pilgrimage 
routes took on even greater significance in articles published by Porter between 
1923 and 1926.15

By the end of the 1920s, the pilgrimage routes to Santiago de Compostela were 
established as the primary force in the development of Romanesque architecture 
and sculpture. Using this model, one might envision artists and builders wend-
ing their ways along these routes plying their varied trades. The concept of the 
“pilgrimage‐type church” was completely accepted and enjoyed unusual success 
through most of the twentieth century. We can note its inclusion in Kenneth John 
Conant’s influential Carolingian and Romanesque Architecture.16 The diagram 
containing the five comparative plans published by Conant (fig. 36-2) has become 
a standard visual document for all classroom discussions of pilgrimage.

The model of the pilgrimage routes as conduits of stylistic developments in 
monumental art and architecture from the late eleventh century through the first 
half of the twelfth century seemed to bring together a number of broad cultural 
movements. The pilgrimage to Santiago de Compostela dramatically increased 
during the early years of the Reconquista. At the same time we see the maturing of 
Romanesque architecture and the rebirth of monumental architectural sculpture. 
This model has been combined with the other prevalent model for discussing 
Romanesque architecture and sculpture – the “regional styles” model. Together, 
they present an overarching order that appears to explain artistic developments in 
France and Spain.

The concentration on the pilgrimage routes to Santiago de Compostela, from 
its beginning in the early decades of the twentieth century, has had many conse-
quences. Certainly it focused attention on Romanesque art to an extent not seen 
earlier. Although this was positive, other consequences were not.

Relying on this paradigm has allowed scholars to ignore the complexity created 
by the extraordinarily diverse examples of architecture and sculpture as well as 
developments in other areas of Europe. Ultimately, this has distorted the evidence 
presented by the actual buildings and their sculptural programs.17 In addition, 
Porter’s work, in particular, led to an explosion of nationalistic debate concerning 
whether or not Romanesque art and architecture was “invented” first in Spain or 
France. Since the 1960s and 1970s, the nationalistic fervor has decreased, and 
arguments presented are more sophisticated. In the second half of the twentieth 
century, the main scholars concerned with these issues were Durliat, Lyman, Mo-
ralejo Alvarez, and Williams.18 The bibliography here is considerable and depends 
almost entirely on issues of the style and chronology of the monuments cited.19

It is only since the 1980s, that scholars have seriously questioned the paradigm 
of the pilgrimage routes, and there are many issues to question. Here, it is some-
what easier to discuss architecture and sculpture separately.

In architecture, the primary aspect of the “pilgrimage‐type church” has been 
the presence of a ground plan that provides for a ring of peripheral spaces sur-
rounding the central core of the basilica. A pilgrim visiting such a church might 
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Figure 36-2  Comparative plans of “pilgrimage‐type” churches (after Conant): 
St. Martin, Tours (1); St. Martial, Limoges (2); St. Foi, Conques (3); St. Sernin, 
Toulouse (4); Santiago de Compostela (5).
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enter in the west, then proceed through the north aisle to the transept, where it 
would be possible to visit any transept chapels. It would then be possible to con-
tinue around the ambulatory, again visiting any ambulatory chapels, or perhaps 
descend to a crypt to venerate relics kept there. The pilgrim could then continue 
around the south transept to the south aisle and return to the western entrance of 
the building to exit. In traversing this path, the pilgrim would not disturb the pro-
cessions or the liturgical activities taking place in the main spaces of the church.

When we consider Mâle’s pilgrimage churches (St. Sernin, Toulouse, Santiago de 
Compostela, St. Martial at Limoges, St. Martin at Tours, and St. Foi at Conques), 
the basic ground plans are similar, and for good reason. All were coping with sim-
ilar problems of traffic and liturgy.20 But does the ground plan make the church? 
It is important to note here that only St. Sernin, Santiago de Compostela, and 
St. Foi stand today. St. Martin was destroyed in 1796, as was St. Martial in the  
French Revolution. Knowledge of both buildings depends primarily on eighteenth‐
century ground plans, drawings, and nineteenth‐ and twentieth‐century excava-
tions.21 Thus, while we can be certain of some of the similarities in ground plans, 
we cannot be certain of many aspects of the elevation, structural systems, wall 
openings, spaces, and volumes, all elements that are not so dependent on liturgy 
and function.22 St. Foi is instructive in this regard. Although St. Foi at Conques 
shares a similar ground plan with St. Sernin and Compostela, its nave is much 
shorter. As a result, the experience of space is quite different. Standing at the 
entrance to St. Foi, the visitor experiences the verticality of the space and not 
the long horizontal space of St. Sernin or Compostela. The vertical emphasis is 
strengthened as well, because the crossing tower is so much closer to the entrance 
and appears more important in the visual organization of the space.23

As our knowledge of eleventh‐century architecture expands, it becomes clear 
that elements said to be part of the “pilgrimage‐type church” have precedents. 
The secondary space provided by the aisles is a perfect solution for any church 
with relics, whether a major pilgrimage church or not. Similar ground plans can 
be found in a number of churches begun earlier in the eleventh century and too 
far north to be considered on the pilgrimage routes to Santiago de Compostela 
as described in the Pilgrim’s Guide (for example, Jumièges and St. Remi, Reims). 
This has been convincingly argued by Isidro Bango Torviso.24 As well, experiments 
with annular crypts from Old St. Peter’s to St. Philibert at Tournus can be seen 
as prototypes for the arrangement of aisles, ambulatory, and chapels in the 
“pilgrimage‐type churches.” In order to avoid the problems caused by using the 
term “pilgrimage‐type church” to refer to the Mâle/Conant five churches, Eric 
Fernie has suggested the use of “Santiago group.”25 This new designation allows 
us to recognize the many other diverse structures that served pilgrims whether on 
or off the five pilgrimage routes to Santiago de Compostela.

One very serious failing of the pilgrimage route model was its restriction to 
architectural developments in France and Spain and to the five routes to Santiago 
de Compostela. Not only did this distort our understanding of the development 
of Romanesque architecture, it also left out the many experiments involved in 
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solving the problems of providing access to pilgrims at other churches. Major 
pilgrimage shrines in France and Spain were not considered (e.g., St. Bénigne, 
Dijon; Mont‐St.‐Michel; Sto. Domingo, Silos). Nor were monuments in England 
considered (Canterbury; St. Cuthbert, Durham; St. Frideswide, Oxford), nor in 
the Lowlands or in Germany (Aachen, Cologne).26

In addition, the over‐concentration on just the major monuments on the routes 
through France and Spain ignored the network of small hostels and churches 
that gave aid to pilgrims. They, too, must be considered in any real study of the 
relationship between architecture and pilgrimage.27

As is the case with architecture, study of Romanesque sculpture and pilgrimage 
began with the early twentieth century work by Bertaux, who signaled the relation-
ship between southern France and Spain, as well as by Mâle and Porter.28 On one 
level, the issues with monumental sculpture are not quite as complex since, 
compared to architecture, there was very little monumental architectural sculpture 
in stone before the end of the eleventh century.29

For sculpture, the first massive display of Romanesque monumental sculpture on 
a church portal occurred on the south and north transepts of Santiago de Com-
postela.30 Sculpture in a similar style is found at St. Sernin, Toulouse, a building 
close to Compostela in architecture and prominent on the route from Arles. The 
consuming questions asked by scholars of the early twentieth century concerned 
the birthplace of the new style: was it Spain or France? Paul Deschamps came 
down decidedly on the side of France, with Arthur Kingsley Porter and Man-
uel Gómez‐Moreno supporting Spain. The other major figure in this debate, 
Georges Gaillard, held a somewhat middle position structured on simultaneous 
development.31 The debate raged through most of the first half of the twentieth 
century, based, as it had been for architecture, on issues of style and chronology, 
with heavy injections of nationalism.

There is no question that sculptors did travel on the pilgrimage route between 
Toulouse and Santiago. Some of the same hands appear at St. Sernin, Jaca, León, 
Frómista, and Compostela.32 Claimed relationships among Santiago, Moissac, 
and Conques have also been argued.33 However, finding such long‐distance road 
relationships among the monuments on the other routes to Santiago de Compos-
tela is nearly impossible. The existence of excellent photographic resources and 
the publication of the Zodiaque series on Romanesque art have allowed scholars 
to look more intensively and comprehensively at Romanesque sculpture.34 The 
Zodiaque volumes in particular, with brightly lit images and organized by region, 
point up the coherence of local styles and local workshops. Use of these sources 
seems to have contributed to the erosion of interest in the pilgrimage roads as a 
major force in the development of Romanesque sculpture.

The pilgrimage routes to Santiago de Compostela, in fact, followed some of 
the main Roman roads in France and, to a lesser degree, in Spain. These were 
well‐traveled roads and, thus, important sites for the construction of religious 
houses. Monasteries and cathedrals with important relics situated along main 
roads were more accessible, and they attracted travelers and pilgrims alike, many 
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willing to donate gifts to the saint honored. The more pilgrims there were, the 
greater the income from them. More money meant that funds might be available 
for building campaigns and decorating programs. As is generally the case, artists 
go where the money is, no matter the road on which that job may be found. Thus 
it seems that the most important factors in the relationship of the pilgrimage 
roads to sculpture and architecture are relics and money rather than the specific 
roads themselves.

Establishing relationships among the twelfth‐century monuments on the five 
routes delineated in the Pilgrim’s Guide is no longer as paramount an issue as 
it was in the first half of the twentieth century. Of greater interest has been the 
competition and influences among the three great pilgrimage centers, Santiago, 
Rome, and Jerusalem.35 In this shift, the Cathedral of Santiago de Compostela 
has not lost its allure for scholars. This is evident in the work of Manuel Castiñei-
ras, whose many concerns include iconographic relationships within the cathedral 
and between the cathedral and its urban environment.36 Of importance as well is 
the excellent volume on the cathedral edited by Bernd Nicolai and Klaus Rheidt, 
especially the new analyses of the architecture.37 Also new are studies using 3D 
technology as aids in understanding the architecture and sculpture of Santiago 
de Compostela.38 In these ways, as in others, the shrine of Saint James remains a 
crucial area of study in medieval pilgrimage art.

Changing the Focus

The second half of the twentieth century witnessed an explosion of interest in 
pilgrimage in many disciplines, especially anthropology, cultural and social history, 
hagiography, and religious studies.39 These fields have reinvigorated studies of 
pilgrimage and art.

Thus, it is not surprising to see a critical shift in approach to art and its rela-
tionship to pilgrimage. Exhibitions have played a major role in this change. The 
first indication for the pilgrimage to Santiago de Compostela could be seen in the 
1985 exhibition, “Santiago de Compostela, 1000 ans de Pèlerinage Européen” 
in Ghent. In the exhibition and catalog that accompanied it, the pilgrimage, and 
objects related to it, were treated in a more comprehensive manner and offered 
rich areas of investigation. The geographic areas covered were not restricted to 
France and Spain, but included most of Western Europe, even as far as Poland. 
The time frame extended well into the fifteenth century and beyond. Included in 
the exhibition were classes of objects that had not been given prominence pre-
viously in discussions of the art of the pilgrimage routes (reliquaries, pilgrims’ 
badges, and souvenirs). As well, it brought medieval hospices for pilgrims into 
the discussion of architecture. This approach is also seen in the catalog from the 
1993 exhibition, “Santiago, Camino de Europa,” held in Santiago de Compos-
tela. The 2010 catalog from the exhibition “Compostela and Europe, the Story of 
Diego Gelmirez,” directed by Manuel Castiñeiras, has brought to the fore issues 
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of patronage in pilgrimage and has introduced the many webs of relationships 
created by the travels of churchmen.40

Important in this change of approach was Marie‐Madeleine Gauthier’s 1983 
book Routes de la foi. Her volume, devoted to reliquaries found along the pilgrim-
age routes, signaled an attempt to turn attention more deeply on those objects for 
which pilgrims specifically made their journeys. This understanding of the devo-
tional nature of reliquaries was also important in Henk von Os’s 2000 exhibition 
and catalog “The Way to Heaven.”41

It was, of course, the saints and their relics that drew pilgrims to sites of cult. 
Thus, the medieval shrine has become more important, along with studies of the 
medieval participant and viewer.42 This has had the added benefit of widening the 
study of art and pilgrimage from Spain and southern France in the Romanesque 
period to include art of the Gothic period, and has extended the geographic 
range to shrines in England, northern France, Germany, and the Lowlands. Of 
special notice here are the variety of essays in the volume Art and Architecture of 
Late Medieval Pilgrimage in Northern Europe and the British Isles edited by Blick 
and Tekippe.43 These studies seem to be of greater interest in current scholarship 
than the kind of studies concerned with style and chronology that consumed an 
earlier generation. Much of the new scholarship appears in recently published 
volumes drawn from presentations at conferences, recent dissertations, and the 
online journal Peregrinations.44

Art, Architecture, and the Pilgrims’ Goal

In exploring the pilgrim’s experience at the loca sancta, a number of different 
approaches have been rewarding. The anthropologist Simon Coleman and art 
historian John Elsner have collaborated on a number of studies of shrines from 
Walsingham to Sinai, with some emphasis on the pilgrim, space, and the use of 
spaces; Eric Palazzo has been concerned with relics and liturgical space; and Kathryn 
Rudy has investigated virtual pilgrimage in convents.45

Recent studies of pilgrimage architecture place emphasis on architecture as a 
setting for the saint’s shrine rather than as an example of a development within 
architectural history. Although not previously considered in these terms, new 
studies have included the architecture of cloisters as spaces that could serve as 
saints’ shrines. While in some cases it is clear that lay persons had access to such 
cloisters, it is not at all clear to what extent this was common practice, however, 
the placing of shrines in church aisles certainly was.46

English scholars have been very active in this aspect of pilgrimage studies. John 
Crook has written a number of articles on specific English shrines, in addition 
to his broad survey covering many monuments in England, France, and Italy.47 
Shrines in England have also been of concern to Ben Nilson.48 In general, concen-
trated examination of specific buildings and their cults, whether on or off the 
routes to Santiago de Compostela, have replaced the more general attempt to 
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develop an all‐encompassing theory. See, for instance, the very welcome studies 
on Sto. Domingo de la Calzada, on the pilgrimage route to Santiago de Compos-
tela, but now treated in terms of its own development as a site of cult.49 As well, 
concerns of local pilgrimage and architecture are being explored.50

The general interest in the study of medieval shrines has brought a new focus 
to tombs created for saints within their architectural setting.51 While some saints’ 
tombs were, at times, placed in areas that were not generally open to the laity, this 
certainly does not seem to have been the case from the late eleventh and twelfth 
centuries. From this period on, the practice of moving saints’ relics from below‐
ground crypts – either in tombs or reliquaries – to areas in the main spaces of the 
church went forward with momentum.52 With the growth of pilgrimage move-
ments in Northern Europe (and perhaps the need for income from pilgrims), 
greater efforts are apparent in providing connection between tomb and pilgrim.

A study of a number of French tombs in their settings can be found in the 
work of Sabine Komm.53 Individual tombs are the subject of many of the essays 
in the issue of the Cahiers de Saint‐Michel de Cuxa devoted to the cult of saints.54 
Of particular interest is a series of essays in Decorations for the Holy Dead, edited 
by Stephen Lamia and Elizabeth Valdez del Alamo. Some essays in this volume 
discuss the decoration that mediated or directed the pilgrims’ visit to the tomb. 
Other essays are specifically concerned with the intense interaction of the pilgrim 
with the saint’s tomb.55 Discussions of such physical interactions can be found as 
well in articles by Stephen Lamia and Ben Nilson.56 James Bugslag also has been 
concerned with activities of laity at shrines, including objects taken from shrines 
or those brought by pilgrims and left, such as wax body parts and shaped candles, 
although the latter are discussed in terms of “offerings” rather than in terms of 
the possible visual effect on the visitor.57

Saints’ tombs were fairly large objects, generally made of durable materials 
like stone. As such, close proximity does not seem to have been problematic. 
Reliquaries, containing relics of the holy dead, but made of precious materials 
and covered with gems were a different matter, and there seems to have been 
considerable variation in how close a pilgrim might come.

Reliquaries, themselves, have become an increasingly important area of study 
in the last ten years, as can be seen in Cynthia Hahn’s chapter devoted to them in 
this volume. While previously discussed as isolated objects of medieval metalwork, 
newer studies of these works have sought to understand their meaning and use 
as objects of cult related to pilgrimage.58 Interest has now expanded to groups of 
reliquaries that are, or were, found in church treasuries as evidenced by the Paris 
exhibitions of the treasuries of Conques, and the Ste. Chapelle, both in 2001. 
Issues related to collections in treasuries can be found in Chapter 13 by Pierre 
Alain Mariaux in this volume, and the inventories of such collections are discussed 
by Joseph Salvatore Ackley and Erik Inglis. With this greater interest in relic 
collections we look forward to more examples as that at St. Foi, Conques, in 
which cultic activities involving groups of reliquaries have been explored in terms 
of the pilgrims’ experience.59
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Some larger reliquaries were on “permanent” view, as was the reliquary of 
St. Giles described in the Pilgrim’s Guide to Santiago de Compostela or the martyrs’ 
shrine that Abbot Suger had made for his new chevet.60 However, smaller reli-
quaries had the advantage of many more above‐ground placements. St. Quentin 
in the early thirteenth century presents an interesting example. As Ellen Shortell 
has discussed, the relics of three saints (including Saint Quentin), kept in separate 
tombs in the crypt were removed, and parts of their bodies were separated with 
heads, arms, and hands each placed in individual reliquaries for display behind the 
main altar. Such smaller reliquaries could easily be moved around and also carried 
conveniently in processions.61

Many smaller reliquaries were placed on altars in chapels, where they could be 
visited by pilgrims. Other reliquaries might be placed overhead on beams close to 
altars or closed up in treasuries and brought out for special occasions, as on the 
feast day of a saint or for processions. In some instances, intimacy was possible 
and (perhaps when crowds were small) a reliquary was brought out to be kissed. 
Scott Montgomery has discussed this practice for the reliquary head of St. Just. 
However, when crowds were large, reliquaries might be displayed from a tower or 
platform, or as at St. Servatius, Maastricht, from the dwarf gallery at the east end 
of the church.62 Reliquaries in procession would also have been seen at a distance, 
and special souvenir mirrors were sold to pilgrims in order to catch the reflection 
of the relic in its glittering reliquary.63

It seems clear that the experience of pilgrims was quite varied, depending on 
time and place, and we await further research on tombs and reliquaries as they 
relate to pilgrimage.

Pilgrim’s Badges and Souvenirs

Another very important group of objects that has come increasingly to the 
attention of scholars, especially since about 1985, is pilgrim badges. Collected 
from at least the nineteenth century, these small, seemingly inconsequen-
tial objects were made mostly of lead or of pewter with a heavy tin content, 
although some were made of silver and bronze. They were produced from 
the twelfth to the sixteenth century, reaching their height of popularity in the 
fourteenth and fifteenth centuries.64 They now have been liberated from dusty 
storerooms to take an important place in the study of the visual and material 
culture of pilgrimage.65

Kurt Köster began publishing articles concerning pilgrims’ badges in the late 
1950s, although little attention was paid to these objects.66 Brian Spenser’s pub-
lications on badges begin in the 1960s.67 Both Köster and Spenser have concen-
trated attention on the artifacts themselves and their meaning for the pilgrim. The 
works published by Esther Cohen turn attention to the control and sale of pilgrim 
badges. Cohen underscores the fundamental importance in understanding the 
economic role these badges played in pilgrimage.68
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Pilgrims’ badges came to greater attention with the 1985 exhibition, “Santiago 
de Compostela, 1000 ans de Pèlerinage Européan.” The exhibition contained 
about 100 scallop shells and metal badges, and the catalog includes an essay 
by Kurt Köster on these in addition to the catalog entries on specific badges.69 
Important work by A.M. Koldeweij began to appear in 1987 and by Denis Bruna 
in 1990.70 There were many new finds of badges, especially in the Netherlands 
in the 1990s.71 The publication by H.J.E. van Beuningen, A.M. Koldeweij, and 
D. Kicken of Heilig en Profaan 1 (1993), Heilig en Profaan 2 (2001), and Heilig en 
Profaan 3 (2012) introduced many of the new finds and essays on the badges, and 
Denis Bruna’s 1996 catalog of the badges at the Cluny Museum have brought the 
subject into greater focus.72

Pilgrims’ badges can be understood on many levels. Sewn or pinned on garments, 
they identified the pilgrim as someone for whom safe passage should be accorded 
and to whom hospitality should be offered.73 They certainly had an apotropaic 
or talismanic nature and could be used to ward off danger and illness. After the 
pilgrim arrived home, they might be used as objects of meditation for private 
devotion as are the badges found in manuscripts.74 Since so many badges have 
been found in rivers or buried in the mud of river banks, some have proposed 
an ex voto function.75 This may be a difficult thesis to sustain since many profane 
ornaments (also with attachments so that they could be worn) have been found 
in the same locations as the pilgrims’ badges themselves.76

With so many new and excellent publications of these small objects, the sub-
ject of pilgrim badges and souvenirs can add significantly to our understanding of 
Romanesque and Gothic art and pilgrimage.

Conclusion

The interest of scholars concerned with the relationship of art to pilgrimage 
in Northern Europe during the Romanesque and Gothic periods has changed 
considerably since the early part of the twentieth century. Early discussions began 
in the 1920s. Generated by a literary model, art historians conceived of the pilgrim-
age routes to Santiago de Compostela as the conduits along which Romanesque 
architecture and sculpture developed. Questions of the style and chronology 
of monuments along these routes occupied scholars for decades, with answers 
frequently colored by nationalism: did the style originate in Spain or France? 
In this debate, other pilgrimage sites in Northern Europe were almost totally 
ignored, as were monuments of the later medieval period.

For much of the twentieth century, the model presented by the pilgrimage 
routes remained a powerful construct for ordering our knowledge of Romanesque 
art, bolstered especially by sculpture found on monuments along the route bet-
ween Toulouse and Santiago de Compostela. However, by the 1980s, many new 
studies in the field of architectural history had appeared, and more photographs of 
eleventh‐ and twelfth‐century sculpture were available. With closer examination, 
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the paradigm of the pilgrimage routes was found to be limiting and misleading. 
By concentrating on a small number of monuments along these routes, the evi-
dence of the development of Romanesque art and architecture was distorted.

At about the same time that the early twentieth‐century model was found to be 
faulty, new ideas about the relationship of art to pilgrimage emerged. The focus 
of these current studies has shifted dramatically.

By the 1980s influences from other disciplines within medieval studies indicated 
new possibilities for understanding the relationship of art to pilgrimage, and they 
have been more concerned with the experience of the pilgrim. The geographic 
range has expanded as well as the time period, bringing us into the later Middle 
Ages. New studies now emphasize the effect of architecture, sculpture, tombs, 
and reliquaries on the pilgrim, as well as those objects, especially badges and 
souvenirs, that were taken home by the pilgrim and incorporated into the visual 
culture of everyday life.

Rather than imposing an artificial model on monuments, today’s scholars pre-
fer to understand pilgrimage art from the pilgrim’s point of view.
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Notes

1	 While some would consider Spain in Southern Europe rather than Northern, the 
subject of this chapter, the historiography of art and pilgrimage, would be impossible 
without discussion of Spain in the late eleventh and twelfth centuries.

2	 The literature on the cult of St. James in general and its relationship to pilgrim-
age is enormous. Very valuable, although not primarily for issues of art, are two 
bibliographic volumes: Davidson and Dunn‐Wood, Pilgrimage in the Middle Ages 
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and Davidson and Dunn, Pilgrimage to Santiago de Compostela. (On Romanesque 
architecture and sculpture, see Chapters 17, 18, and 19 by Fernie, Hourihane, and 
Maxwell, respectively, in this volume [ed.].)

3	 For a recent, comprehensive, and excellent bibliography see Jennifer Lee, “Art and 
Pilgrimage” in Oxford Bibliographies On Line. (On relic collections see Chapter 13 by 
Mariaux and on reliquaries see Chapter 28 by Hahn in this volume [ed.].)

4	 Shaver‐Crandell et  al., The Pilgrim’s Guide to Santiago de Compostela: A Gazetteer, 
hereafter cited as Gazetteer, and Gerson et al., The Pilgrim’s Guide: A Critical Edition, 
hereafter cited as Critical Edition. The Pilgrim’s Guide is the fifth text in a five‐part 
compilation that contains other texts on the cult of St. James. Although originally 
referred to as the Codex Calixtinus (for the purported author Pope Calixtus II), a 
more accurate name is the Liber Sancti Iacobi.

5	 Gerson et al., Critical Edition, Vol. II. In Chapter 8 (“The Bodies of Saints which are 
at Rest along the Road to Saint James which Pilgrims Ought to Visit,” pp. 32–65), 
the author of the guide mentions and describes a few tombs (St. Gilles, St. Front), the 
setting and decoration of St. Leonard of Noblat, and the architecture of St.‐Martin 
at Tours. Chapter 9 (“The Characteristics of the City and the Basilica of St James the 
Apostle of Galicia,” pp. 66–91) is entirely devoted to a discussion of the architecture, 
sculpture and church furniture of the Cathedral of Santiago de Compostela.

6	 Fita y Colomé and Vinson, “Le Codex de St. Jacques, Livre IV,” pp. 1–20; 225–268; 
268–270. Fita y Colomé and Vinson published their edition before the fourth book, 
the Pseudo‐Turpin, was reunited with the rest of the texts in the Compostela manu-
script. Thus they refer to the Guide du Pèlerin (the actual book V) as book IV.

7	 See Gerson et al., Critical Edition, Vol. II, pp. 10–11 and notes on pp. 146–148.
8	 Bédier, Les Légends épiques, especially Vol. 3. But see also Lavergne, Les Chemins de 

Saint‐Jacques.
9	 Abbé Bouillet, “Ste‐Foy de Conques.”

10	 Enlart, “L’Architecture romane,” and Bertaux, “La Sculpture chrétienne.”
11	 Mâle, “L’Art du moyen‐âge,” and more thoroughly in L’Art religieux du XIIe siècle, 

Chapter 8, pp. 281–313. See the English translation with updated notes: Mâle, 
Religious Art in France, Chapter 8, pp. 282–315.

12	 Mâle, L’Art religieux du XIIe siècle, pp. 297–300 (Eng. trans.: pp. 299–302). 
St. Sauveur at Figeac is dropped out of the group later.

13	 Ibid., p. 288 (p. 289).
14	 Ibid., p. 6 (p. 5).
15	 Porter, Romanesque Sculpture; “Spain or Toulouse? and Other Questions” and 

“Leonese Romanesque.”
16	 Conant, Carolingian and Romanesque Architecture. The diagram of the five churches is 

fig. 28 on p. 94. Conant’s interest in the cathedral of Santiago de Compostela went 
back to his early trips to Spain. See also Early Architectural History and the transla-
tion and reissue, Arquitectura románica da Catedral with excellent commentary by 
Serafín Moralejo Álvarez, “Notas para unha revisión da obra de K.J. Conant,” on 
pp. 221–236.

17	 This is evident from even a cursory look through the monuments in Shaver‐Crandell 
et al., Gazetteer.

18	 The question was reopened by Lyman, “Pilgrimage Roads Revisited,” and answered 
by Durliat, “Pilgrimage Roads Revisited?” See also Williams, “Spain or Toulouse?” 
and Moralejo Alvarez, “San Martín de Frómista.”

0004215618.INDD   894 1/14/2019   6:59:51 AM



	A  rt  a n d   P i l g r i m ag e : M a pp  i n g   t h e   Way 	 895

19	 Shaver‐Crandell et  al., Gazetteer, p. 100 nn. 11–16, and bibliography. For a bibli-
ography of Marcel Durliat’s work, see Fernandez, ed., De la création à la restaura-
tion: Travaux d’histoire de l’art offerts à Marcel Durliat pour son 75e anniversaire 
(Toulouse, 1992). For Serafín Moralejo Alvarez, see the new collected edition of his 
works, Franco, Patrimonio artistico de Galicia y otros estudios

20	 See the important article by John Williams, “La Arquitectura del Camino de San-
tiago.” Williams discusses matters of cult in determining architectural form.

21	 For St. Martin, see Shaver‐Crandell et al., Gazetteer, pp. 374–376. For St. Martial, 
see pp. 225–226.

22	 Note that there are, in fact, differences even in the ground plans. While St. Martin 
and St. Sernin have double side aisles, Santiago, St. Martial, and St. Foi have single 
side aisles. Also, St. Martial had no aisles at the north and south terminals of its tran-
septs. For differences between Santiago de Compostela and St. Sernin, Toulouse see 
Cazes, “L’Architecture de Saint‐Sernin.”

23	 Differences among the monuments also extend to building materials and the changes 
required by, for instance, the brick of St. Sernin and the stonework of Santiago de 
Compostela.

24	 See the analysis of plans by Isidro Bango Torviso in “Las Llamadas iglesias.” See also 
“El Camino de Santiago.”

25	 For a brief survey of the early experiments see, in addition, Stalley, Early Medieval 
Architecture, pp. 149–153. For crypts see Sapin, Les crypts. Fernie, Romanesque 
Architecture, pp. 137–138, considers five elements as characteristics of the Santiago 
group: “ambulatory and radiating chapels, transepts with aisles on three sides of each 
arm (with the exception of Saint‐Martial), galleries round the church, no clerestory 
except in the apse, and barrel vaulted main spaces,” p. 137.

26	 On these issues, see the chapter on pilgrimage architecture in Stalley, Early Medieval 
Architecture, pp. 147–165 and the bibliographic essay on this subject, p. 253. See 
also forthcoming, Paula Gerson, “Christian Pilgrimage and Architecture,” Richard 
A. Etlin, ed., The Cambridge Guide to the Architecture of Christianity.

27	 Most early studies of hostels are of local institutions and appear in regional journals. 
For an early attempt to place hostels and hospices in a broader context see Lam-
bert, “Ordres et confréries.” It is only since around 1985 that scholars have seriously 
explored hostels and hospices. See the exhibition catalog Santiago de Compostela, 
1000 ans de Pèlerinage Européen (Ghent, 1985), esp. pp. 252–273. See also Jetter, 
Das europäische Hospital. More recently, see the dissertation by Morelli, “Medieval 
Pilgrim’s Hospices,” with excellent bibliography.

28	 See above, nn. 10, 11, and 15.
29	 I do not include here the free‐standing stone crosses of Ireland and the British Isles.
30	 See Shaver‐Crandell et  al., Gazetteer, pp. 336–346, with bibliography on pp. 343 

and 346. The sculpture is described in the Pilgrim’s Guide. Much of the sculpture 
originally on the north transept portal was moved to the south in the eighteenth 
century. The author of the Guide also includes a description of the sculpture origi-
nally planned for the west façade.

31	 Paul Deschamps, “Notes sur la sculpture romane”; Gómez‐Moreno, El arte románi-
co español; Gaillard, Les Débuts. See the analysis by Durliat, La Sculpture romane, 
pp. 8–10, and a review of the issues by Valdez del Alamo, “Ortodoxia y Hetero-
doxia,” pp. 12–14, and nn. 27–63 on pp. 25–26.

32	 See notes 18 and 19 above and Shaver‐Crandell et al., Gazetteer, p. 100 n.16.
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33	 See Durliat, La Sculpture romane, pp. 44–169 for these relationships. For a compre-
hensive recent review of the relationship between Compostela and Conques, see Lei 
Huang, “Le Maître du tympan de l’abbatiale Sainte‐Foy de Conques,” pp. 87–100.

34	 The early volumes in this series published at La Pierre‐qui‐Vire covering French 
Romanesque monuments appeared in the 1960s. See the recent volume by Janet 
T. Marquardt, Zodiaque: Making Medieval Modern.

35	 See Birch, Pilgrimage to Rome, pp. 115, 150–186 and Castiñeiras, “Santiago‐Rome‐
Jerusalem,” for the role of this competition in art.

36	 Castiñeiras, “The Topography of Images,” pp. 631–694. The extensive bibliography 
at the end of this article, pp. 685–694, is very useful and contains references to other 
works by this author.

37	 Nicolai and Rheidt, Santiago de Compostela. Note the essays by Rheidt (pp. 102–133), 
Rohn (pp. 154–169), Watson, (pp. 170–183), and Münchmeyer (pp. 184–197).

38	 Castiñeiras, “La reconstruction 3D,” pp. 49–64, has used technology to reconstruct 
the destroyed twelfth‐century north façade of the cathedral. See also Dagenais et al., 
“New Perspectives,” pp. 88–101. The ongoing project, which is described in this 
essay, intends to reconstruct the entire cathedral as it existed in 1211. The project 
has been housed at UCLA since its inception in 2000; the team has changed over 
the years and includes James d’Emilio and Fernando López Alsina in addition to the 
authors listed in this essay in Nicolai and Rheidt, Santiago de Compostela.

39	 Sumption, Pilgrimage, still remains a classic in the field. See also Diana Webb, 
Pilgrims and Pilgrimage and Taylor, The Encyclopedia of Medieval Pilgrimage. Brown, 
The Cult of Saints, has also been very influential in turning attention to the role of 
saints and the development of the cult of relics. The essays and the catalog of the 1984 
exhibition Wallfahrt kennt keine Grenzen at the Bayerischen Nationalmuseum, edited 
by Lenz Kriss‐Rettenbeck and Gerda Möhler, indicated some new ways in which 
to approach pilgrimage and art. The anthropological aspects of Christian pilgrim-
age were presented by Victor and Edith Turner, Image and Pilgrimage, and more 
recently Turner, Blazing the Trail. However, see also the critique of the Turners’ work 
in Eade and Sallnow, Contesting the Sacred. See also Coleman and Elsner, “Contest-
ing Pilgrimage,” Bynum, “Women’s Stories,” and Wheeler, “Models of Pilgrimage.”

40	 Moralejo Álvarez and López Alsina, Santiago. See the essays (each with full biblio-
graphic notes), that continue to explore the theme of the cult of St. James in many 
parts of Europe: France (Humbert Jacomet, pp. 55–81), Germany (Klaus Herbers, 
pp. 121–139), Italy (Paolo G. Caucci von Saucken, pp. 83–97), the Lowlands (Jan van 
Herwaarden, pp. 141–159), Britain and the passage by boat (Brian Tate, pp. 161–179) 
and Scandinavia (Vincente Almázan, pp. 181–191). The catalog includes a number of 
objects not in the 1985 exhibition. The 2010 exhibition “Compostela and Europe: 
The Story of Diego Gelmirez” was published by Skira‐Xunta de Galicia.

41	 Gauthier, Routes de la foi. This volume was translated into English by J.A. Under-
wood with the title, Highways of the Faith (Secaucus, 1986). Henk von Os, The Way 
to Heaven. (See Chapter 28 on reliquaries by Hahn in this volume [ed.].)

42	 Freedberg, The Power of Images. (On reception, see Chapter 5 by Caviness in this 
volume [ed.].)

43	 There are many excellent essays in Blick and Tekippe, Art and Architecture of Late 
Medieval Pilgrimage in Northern Europe.

44	 See, for example, Bynum and Gerson, “Body‐Part Reliquaries”; “Le Culte des saintes 
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à l’époque préromane et romane,” Les Cahiers de Saint‐Michel de Cuxa 29 (1998); 
“Les Pèlerinages à travers l’art et la société a l’époque préromane et romane,” Les 
Cahiers de Saint‐Michel de Cuxa 31 (2000); Lamia and Valdez del Alamo, Decorations 
for the Holy Dead; and Stopford, Pilgrimage Explored. Two interesting dissertations 
that, taken together, indicate the importance of a multidisciplinary approach are Mc-
Grade, “Affirmations of Royalty,” and Ciresi, “Manifestations of the Holy.” The online 
journal Peregrinations is edited by Sarah Blick and Brad Hostetler, and hosted by 
Kenyon College.

45	 Coleman and Elsner, “Pilgrimage to Walsingham and the Re‐Invention of the Middle 
Ages.” See their notes for additional bibliography. See also Eric Palazzo, “Relics, 
Liturgical Space, and the Theology of the Church,” and Kathryn Rudy, Virtual 
Pilgrimage in the Convent.

46	 See the articles by Elizabeth Valdez del Alamo, Leah Rutchick, and Leslie Bussis 
Tait in Lamia and Valdez del Alamo, Decorations, pp. 111–163, and Crook, English 
Medieval Shrines.

47	 Crook, Architectural Setting and English Medieval Shrines.
48	 Nilson, Cathedral. As might be expected, Canterbury has generated considerable 

interest. See Tatton‐Brown, “Canterbury.”
49	 La Cabecera de la Catedral calceatense y el Tardorrománico hispano; Actas del Simposio 

en Santo Domingo de la Calzada (Santo Domingo de la Calzada, 2000); Isidiro Bango 
Torviso, La Cabecera. Other examples are found in the essays by James Bugslag on 
Chartres, M. Cecilia Gaposchkin on Amiens, and Lisa Victoria Ciresi on Aachen in 
Art and Architecture of Late Medieval Pilgrimage.

50	 See for instance, Cassagnes‐Brouquet, “Culte des saintes,” and the special issue of 
the on‐line journal Peregrinations (II–1) edited by James Bugslag devoted to local 
pilgrimage, including his essay “Local Pilgrimages.”

51	 For a review of a number of recent books on tombs, see Holladay, “Tombs and 
Memory.”

52	 During the Early Christian period there does not appear to have been any restriction 
of laity to tombs. However, some restriction seems to have been the case at some 
monuments during the Carolingian period. See Jacobson, “Saints’ Tombs” and Hahn, 
“Seeing and Believing.” For the eleventh and later centuries see Crook, Architectural 
Setting, p. 160 and following chapters.

53	 Komm, Heiligengrabmäler. See also Stratford, “Le Mausolée”; Mallet and Perry, 
“Les Tombeaux.”

54	 Les Cahiers de Saint‐Michel de Cuxa 29 (1998): see Andre Bonnery, “Le Sarcoph-
agereliquaire de Saint Saturnine, à Saint‐Hilaire d’Aude,” pp. 53–62; Francesca 
Español, “Le Sepulcher de Saint Ramon de Roda: utilization liturgique du Corps 
Saint,” pp. 177–187; Richard Bavoillot‐Laussade, “Les Avatars du corps de Guilhem 
et le culte du fondateur de Gellone,” pp. 189–217.

55	 Lamia and Valdez del Alamo, Decorations: see especially Rocío Sánchez Ameijeiras, 
“Imagery and Interactivity: Ritual Transaction at the Saint’s Tomb,” pp. 21–38 and 
Daniel Rico Camps, “A Shrine in Its Setting: San Vincente de Ávila,” pp. 57–76.

56	 Lamia, “Souvenir,” and Nilson, “The Medieval Experience.”
57	 Bugslag, “Performative Thaumaturgy,” pp. 219–265. This important essay brings 

together many aspects of the pilgrims’ experience including access to shrines, vigils 
and incubation, ostentions, processions, ex votos, and other types of offerings. 
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See also Nilson, “The Medieval Experience,” pp. 104–112, and Sumption, Pilgrimage, 
pp. 211–216. The primary objects taken from shrines were pilgrim badges and ampullae. 
For pilgrim badges, see below. For ampullae see Boertjes, “Pilgrim Ampullae.”

58	 For the newer approach see the exhibition catalog, Bagnoli et al., Treasures of Heaven. 
For earlier examples of reliquaries within museum contexts, see the many excellent 
catalogs prepared for exhibitions at the Schnütgen‐Museums, such as Ornamenta 
Ecclesiae: Kunst und Künstler der Romanik (Cologne, 1985). For a recent general 
study of reliquaries see Hahn, Strange Beauty. For an overview of literature on the 
cult of relics see Bynum and Gerson, “Body‐Part Reliquaries,” pp. 3–7, and essays in 
Bozóky and Helvétius, Les reliques.

59	 Ackley, “Re‐Approaching the Western Medieval Church Treasury Inventory” and 
Inglis, “Expertise, Artifacts, and Time in the 1534 Inventory of the St‐Denis Trea-
sury.” For Conques see Remensnyder, “Legendary Treasure” and “Un Problème de 
cultures ou de culture?”; Ashley and Sheingorn, “An Unsentimental View”; Sheingorn, 
The Book of Saint Foy; Garland, “Le Conditionnement.”

60	 For the reliquary of St. Gilles, see Gerson et al., Critical Edition, Vol. II, pp. 37–41 
and nn. 38–56 on pp. 173–174 with bibliography.

61	 Shortell, “Dismembering Saint Quentin.” For processions see Rita Tekippe, 
“Pilgrimage and Procession.”

62	 Montgomery, “Mitte capud meum,” pp. 51–52 and fig. 4, and “Relics and Pilgrimage.”
63	 For these interesting objects, see Bruna, Enseignes de pèlerinage, pp. 16–17, and 

Köster, “Insignes de pèlerin.”
64	 Bruna, Enseignes de pèlerinage, pp. 13–14. However, the individual badge can be 

difficult to date since shrines used the same format over many years.
65	 See the excellent historiographic review by Jos (A.M.) Koldeweij in his essay “Pilgrim 

Souvenirs and Secular Badges” in Hourihane, ed., From Minor to Major: The Minor 
Arts in Medieval Art History, pp. 194–216, esp. pp. 209–216. Denis Bruna discusses 
the role of the nineteenth‐century antiquary, Arthur Forgeais, and the objects found 
in the dredging of the Seine in the 1840s: Enseignes de pèlerinage, pp. 20–26. Impor-
tant collections are found in museums in Paris, London, Prague, and Düsseldorf. 
Very important, as well, is the private van Beuningen collection, with many new 
finds. See Koldeweij, “Lifting the Veil,” esp. pp. 164–168. A number of pertinent 
essays including a partial list of Spenser’s publications can be found in Blick, ed., 
Beyond Pilgrim Souvenirs and Badges and in Blick and Tikippe, Art and Architecture 
of Late Medieval Pilgrimage. See also Spenser, Pilgrim Souvenirs. Websites include 
that of the Medieval Badges Foundation (www.medievalbadges.org) and the data-
base for Kunera (www.kunera.nl). The Digital Pilgrim Project (with the support of 
the Paul Mellon Centre for Studies in British Art) has begun a project to digitize in 
3D the British Museum’s collection of pilgrims’ badges. For examples see http://
sketchfab.com/britishmuseum/collections/digital‐pilgrim. (Websites accessed 13 
August 2018.)

66	 See the bibliography in Bruna, Enseignes de pèlerinage, p. 376.
67	 Ibid., p. 381.
68	 Cohen, “In haec signa,” “In the Name of God and of Profit,” and “Roads and 

Pilgrimage.”
69	 Santiago de Compostela, 1000 ans de Pèlerinage Européan (Ghent, 1985). Köster’s 

essay is found on pp. 85–95. For the scallop shell as the symbol of Saint James, see 
Castiñeiras, A vieira en Compostela.
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70	 See Bruna, Enseignes de pèlerinage, for full bibliographies. For Koldeweji’s work, see 
p. 378 and for Bruna’s, p. 371.

71	 Koldeweij, “Lifting the Veil,” esp. p. 166.
72	 Van Beuningen and Koldeweij, Heilig en Profaan 1; van Beuningen et al., Heilieg en 

Profaan 2 and Heilieg en Profaan 3; Bruna, Enseignes de pèlerinage.
73	 However, toward the end of the period of their popularity in the sixteenth century, 

they seem to have been misused by vagabonds and frauds. See Koldeweij, “Lifting the 
Veil,” esp. pp. 181–185.

74	 See Bruna, Enseignes de pèlerinage, pp. 16–17, and Köster, “Kollektionen”; and 
Koldeweij, “Pilgrim Badges.” On badges in books see H. van Asperen, Pelgrimstek-
ens op perkament and Megan Foster‐Campbell, “Pilgrimage Through the Pages,” 
developed from her dissertation of the same title (University of Illinois at Urbana‐
Champaign, 2011).

75	 Bruna, Enseignes de pèlerinage, p. 16.
76	 This is a difficult problem. Recently, Mellinkoff, Averting Demons, Vol. 1, pp. 39–55, 

has argued for an apotropaic function. Other scholars have been more cautious, 
especially concerning the erotic nature of some of the secular badges. See Koldeweij, 
“Lifting the Veil,” p. 167 and n. 25, and pp. 185–187.
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“The Scattered Limbs of 
the Giant”: Recollecting 

Medieval Architectural Revivals
Tina Waldeier Bizzarro

This examination of the shifting critical issues and stylistic choices which came 
to bear on European medieval Revival styles begins c.1830 with Victor Hugo’s 
roman, Notre‐Dame de Paris. The novel defined critical rubrics for both 
medieval and medieval Revival architecture, undergirded by historicism. Negative 
opinion of Revival styles shifted c.1928 with the idea that the neo‐Gothic had 
paved the road to modernism. Neo‐Romanesque architecture, however, revived 
c.1830–1910, ultimately became the structural bearer of meaning for the modern 
movement.

In 1813, the English antiquary William Gunn referred to the Roman spolia, 
reused to formulate round‐styled buildings throughout Europe, as “the scattered 
limbs of the giant,” poorly reassembled. Launching the theme that Mary Shelley’s 
novella, Frankenstein: The Modern Prometheus would treat five years later, Gunn 
inaugurated the most significant corporal metaphor for nineteenth‐century his-
toricism: an organism assembled from the dead remains of the past – recharged, 
resuscitated, and rendered monstrous. Gunn’s corpus of Romanesque buildings 
appeared to him very like the hybrid behemoth brought to life by science’s anti-
hero, Victor Frankenstein. They were massive, deformed, inhumanly propor-
tioned, gloomy, and recollected from Roman leftovers, with human industry, 
nearsightedness, and naiveté.1

Both the beast and the beastly Romanesque were baptized and reified as products 
of nineteenth‐century historicist understanding, an ontology in which all creation 
arose a priori from the past and was ineluctably bound to its origins – morally, 
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genetically, and stylistically. This historical perspective provided the psycho‐
philosophical scaffolding and link not only for the understanding of the round‐
arched style, but also for the nineteenth‐century revival of medieval architecture 
and its concomitant historiography. Medieval architectural styles, Gunn reckoned, 
were the first revivals – albeit monstrous – of Classical Roman forms.

It was not the antiquaries’ tomes, however, but the roman, a product of 
early modern Europe, which proved the most fertile aesthetic and critical battle-
ground upon which medieval architecture and civilization died, was resurrected, 
and transmogrified, like Frankenstein’s hybrid. Thirteen years after Gunn, Victor 
Hugo published his robust Notre‐Dame de Paris, a novel which quickly became 
a monument in its own right, establishing itself as a pre‐eminent medievalizing 
text. Hugo was among the first and arguably the most significant French writer 
to revive and sculpt the medieval, textually positioning his audience both literally 
and figuratively above his lost medieval stone hulk. The period of media aetas had 
come to a close in 1830, 348 years, 6 months, and 15 days after the inaugural events 
of the novel in 1482. The fabric of time had been rent. In reviving the moribund 
medieval, Hugo had perforce to refashion it, and his romantic vision of medieval 
architecture and society still commands us.2

Victor Hugo was more romanced by the dark, inscrutable forces of medieval 
buildings than edified by their rational structure. Into the dense and exotic web 
of Notre‐Dame’s medieval fabric, Hugo wove his own monster – hunchbacked, 
mute, splay‐footed Quasimodo, the avatar of the primitive Romanesque crypt. 
Esmeralda, the gypsy enchantress, personified its more popular Gothic features. 
Hugo’s beloved pile became a synecdoche for all medieval churches, at once 
horrific and sublime, lugubrious and joyfully transcendent, symbolic of eternal 
paradise and the gulf of hell, and archetype of Christian sacred space – until 
suppressed by Gutenberg’s book.3

For this incisive architectural critic, Notre‐Dame was stylistically transitional, 
with its Romanesque base and Gothic middle, each characterized by its generative 
design element. The crushing incubus of the round style’s broad and massive 
barrel vault, glacially nude and majestic in its simplicity, formed a cave‐like quasi‐
Egyptian architectural space. This face of Janus looked back and spoke to the 
political authoritarianism and resolute theocracy of Roman Catholicism. Notre‐
Dame’s Gothic “upper torso,” tall, airy, and penetrated by color, was the intrepid, 
unbridled, bourgeois, and democratic product of modern France.4 Hugo’s antith-
eses internationally reoriented medieval architectural criticism and defined the 
critical rubrics not only for Romanesque and Gothic architecture, but also for 
their nineteenth‐century revival styles.5 Hugo’s roman became the most widely 
read book in France; his interpretation of medieval architecture seeped into the 
collective unconscious and quickly became common international currency.

This clinical retrovision of the early years of the European nineteenth century, 
this art of looking backward for inspiration, occurred because the fabric of tradition 
and memory had been cleft, and the speed of time had increased. Man’s relation-
ship to the past was no longer as casual and familiar as it had previously been, 
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and man’s connection to the past weakened as he excavated it. This nascent 
medievalism, which became and remains a pervasive cultural phenomenon – espe-
cially since the 1970s – was a self‐conscious experiment, away from the centrifugal 
Classical center of ritualized architectural patterns, forms, and meanings. A certain 
degree of aesthetic schizophrenia set in, in which the traditional Classical object 
of pleasure was shunted aside, and the medieval, unnatural, and supernatural, 
incorporated opposition into its aesthetic. Neo‐medieval construction became 
asexual or inert, and the spectator was guilt‐ridden with fear of the new replica. 
One new factor responsible for the change in critical attitudes was Christian-
ity. Restored after the schisms of the Reformation and the French Revolution, 
it forced redemption into the future and determined a critical nexus of anxiety 
throughout medieval Revival historiography, until very recently.

The novel and historiography marched hand‐in‐hand in the Romantic era, both 
with a prophetic dimension, celebrating the essential relativity of life and history. 
Both stood weeping, to paraphrase Panofsky, at the graveside of the Middle Ages, 
hoping to resurrect the medieval soul. Historicism, the belief that history marches 
on in a clear pattern guided by visionary leaders and divine providence, directing 
us closer to an ultimate positive goal, was the defining ideal of both. It was within 
this philosophical context of the unity of historical phenomena in an evolution-
ary pattern of deliverance, promising the unique identification of the nation, that 
medieval revival became possible and forced changes in historiographical patterns.

The architectural metalanguage of criticism continued to prioritize the Classical 
architectural legacy, albeit periodically sotto voce, and concomitantly directed 
critical opinion against medieval revivalism. It is out of the tension between 
the popular, romantic craving for the historicizing medieval and the established 
textual and academic culture of Classical architecture that clear principles regard-
ing exclusion and inclusion of medieval revival developed c.1820. This tension 
is at the center of any investigation of medieval revival criticism.6 The fluidity of 
historical memory – relative, redefined by time and type, and combining various 
types of recollections  –  shapes perception. The ethos of a building or type of 
buildings is, in some form of intellectual and psychological addition or multiplica-
tion, the sum of the critical accounts and/or memories of it. These contentions 
direct an investigation of the shifting critical issues which came to bear on medi-
eval revival styles.

Back to the Medieval Future or a “Theatre of Outworn Masks”?

Constructs of historicism undergirded stylistic manifestations. Until recently and 
despite its century‐long volume of pan‐European, American, and other national 
production, nineteenth‐century architecture, patronizingly classified as histori-
cist, has been dismissed by listings and datings, which categorized its multivalent 
revivals under ambivalent rubrics. Somehow, neo‐medieval creations were mistakes 
architects would not have made had they seen into the crystal ball of modernism. 
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Today Viollet‐le‐Duc, Ruskin, Pugin, and Revival architects of c.1780–1920 are 
not so easily dismissed.7

Gothic architecture, which is currently determined as the European and 
continental pointed style of the mid‐twelfth through fifteenth centuries, has had a 
more resolved and independent – if not positive – critical history than its Roman-
esque predecessor of c.1000–1150. Their critical histories, and to a large degree 
their stylistic characteristics, remained conjoined and conflated under the common 
portmanteau, “Gothic,” through 1820.8 No sooner had the fork in the histo-
riographical road nominally divided them than their critical fates diverged, and 
they were chosen as model architectural languages in which to tell a nineteenth‐
century story. Gothic Revival dominated that of its ugly, dumpy, round‐styled sis-
ter, now rendered nearly invisible through anonymity, despite astute critical and 
visual sources from the fifteenth century onward, that had singled her out as the 
older, more residually classical, medieval style.

By far, more ink has been spilled on the Gothic Revival in England than that 
of any other country. Charles Eastlake’s groundbreaking analysis of the English 
Gothic Revival defined the terms of a critical dialogue which dominated 
architectural literature until about a generation ago, vis‐à‐vis characteriza-
tion, periodization, and aesthetic verdict.9 For Eastlake, writing in the thick of 
Victorian eclecticism, the revival of pointed architecture in England c.1780 was 
not simply an episode in the history of taste but rather the British national style 
destined to supersede all others. Architectural expression of “an age when art was 
pure and genuine,” the Gothic became, for the next century, the architectural 
quintessence of England, whose history and institutions had descended in a 
continuous pattern from their murky medieval source.10

Eastlake determined a first “survival” phase from c.1600–1750, when English 
architects such as James Essex set to restoring their moldering Gothic legacy and 
when others continued to build after pointed‐style models. Secondly, he traced 
an underdeveloped, unselfconscious, pre‐Puginian revival from c.1750–1840, 
a revival without archeological pretension, induced by Horace Walpole and 
punctuated by James Wyatt. During this period, architects like John Nash, Robert 
Smirke, and Thomas Rickman, who were not concerned enough with “correct, 
honest Gothic building,” often produced “melancholy” results.11 Appreciation 
for the Sublime inaugurated by Irishman Edmund Burke’s 1757 treatise, intro-
duced a philosophical distinction and approved the aesthetic experience of awe, 
dread, and fantasy alongside the longstanding and centralized Classical, generating 
a new aesthetic pluralism which scaffolded reevaluation of medieval styles.12

Eastlake’s third watershed period occurred when the talented Charles Barry, 
assisted by Augustus W.N. Pugin, rebuilt London’s neo‐Gothic Houses of Parlia-
ment (1840–1888) and when illustrated professional weeklies such as The Builder 
(1843) began not only to advance the taste of architectural students and the 
general public for this new style but also to lay a foundation for its more scholarly 
treatment. George Gilbert Scott, Matthew Hadfield, and Richard Carpenter et al., 
emerged as competent in the neo‐Gothic mode. Finally, Eastlake traced a period 
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from c.1860–1870 during which the number of Gothic Revival buildings nearly 
doubled over those built in the preceding decade. By then, claimed Eastlake, “the 
grammar of an ancient art … (had been) mastered.”13

Every cause has its martyrs, but before 1928 the Gothic Revival had fewer than 
most. In the 56 years between Eastlake’s seminal assessment and Clark’s Revival 
monograph, there was no significant text in English interpreting England’s neo‐
Gothic legacy. In order to fill this critical lacuna and to raise the critical signifi-
cance of the Revival, Clark, while not relieved of the aesthetic force of Eastlake’s 
formulations, introduced several new concepts which pivoted scholarship in new 
directions for the next 75 years. The most consequential were his pronounce-
ments that not only was the Gothic Revival “the most widespread and influential 
artistic movement which England … [had] ever produced,” but also “perhaps 
the one purely English movement in the plastic arts.”14 These many neo‐Gothic 
monuments, “monsters … unsightly wrecks stranded upon the mud flat of Vic-
torian taste,” deserved to be excavated from their critical neglect and studied as 
historical documents, “irrespective of their beauty.”15 The more art‐historically 
objective Clark disencumbered the neo‐Gothic of two centuries of critical oppro-
brium, precisely because it had once captivated England’s aesthetic imagination.

The Houses of Parliament, “the first neo‐Gothic buildings which … [England] 
can call great,” transformed the style from a popular, non‐professional experiment 
in cottage‐building, or “pure Batty Langley” to a national, English style.16 Clark 
thusly positioned the Revival critically front and center. The aesthetic ambivalence 
toward Gothic – since fifteenth‐century Italian criticism had relegated it to history’s 
critical basement – was reconciled within Clark’s nationalizing assessment.17 While 
Clark reiterated pejorative appraisals, dubbing London’s previously acclaimed 
Houses of Parliament “a great necropolis of style,” he redirected art historical 
commentary. By accounting for neo‐Gothic “mistakes” as perhaps lifeless and 
derivative, but ultimately respectable due to their significance for a nineteenth‐
century audience, he argued their importance as reflections of England’s national 
and religious, post‐Puginian sentiment. Clark thus placed himself firmly within the 
nineteenth‐century linguistic dialogue regarding the origins and nature of style, 
critically oriented away from Vitruvian notions of architecture as natural, monoge-
netic, and cyclical. Instead, operating within a still‐current paradigm of architecture 
as language, Clark viewed style as socially or behaviorally determined – and not 
as genetically bound.18

Herein lay Clark’s trailblazing critical impact. Clark assessed Gothic Revivalism as 
an intrinsically English movement, an idea foreign to the historicizing eighteenth‐ 
and nineteenth‐century consciousness and rooted within his early twentieth‐
century critical context. Furthermore, Clark rewrote Eastlake’s account of Pu-
gin as a Catholic villain who recognized the principles of good architecture but 
who perverted them to the service of religious bigotry. Establishing Pugin’s his-
torical importance as a Revival apologist, Clark argued that Pugin had fortified 
the Gothic with socialist Christian principles because he had understood how 
Gothic Revival architecture symbolically functioned as a vehicle for promoting 
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religious and social views; not all Revivalists had followed the rules of honesty 
and structural truth which Pugin had set forth in his Contrasts (1836) and 
in his True Principles (1841). In pleading for an architectural rationale based 
on truth, honesty, and material economy of structure and decoration, Pugin had 
connected art with morality.

Pugin’s Revival apologia underpinned later English and French nineteenth‐
century rationalist theories and preambled the modern movement. Following 
Eastlake, Clark certified that for better or critical worse, neo‐Gothic established 
a way‐station on the road to modernism. Pugin, the modern Vitruvius, granted 
architecture a new moral standard. From the late nineteenth through the middle 
of the twentieth century, pioneers of architectural modernism from Great Britain’s 
Morris, Shaw, Webb, and Mackintosh, to Belgium’s van de Velde, Austria’s Wag-
ner and Loos, and America’s Wright, worked their way through Gothic Revival 
architecture to arrive at sound, modern concepts of design informed by Puginian 
and Ruskinian philosophy. Architectural historians from Clark to Hitchcock and 
Pevsner established this. These two dicta changed not only the course of Revival 
criticism but also that of modern architectural criticism.19

Although the “picturesque Gothic Revival” before Pugin abounded in examples 
of castles with dysfunctional portcullises and drawbridges, Clark noted that after 
1840, the severity of Pugin’s, the Ecclesiologists’, and the Cambridge Camden 
Society’s “ethical Gothic Revival” righted the wrongs of the adolescent neo‐
Gothic. “For such ideas,” argued Clark, “Pugin deserves our gratitude.”20 Clark 
underlined, de nouveau, the importance of the theologically rigorous Oxford 
Movement and Cambridge Camden Society, that small, pietistic architectural 
society which generated two important Revival precepts: the importance of 
sacramentality  –  a prescriptive, functionalist, clerical view which militated for 
architectural features best facilitating liturgy and worship – and the conviction 
that honest architecture could only result from the handicraft of honest men.21 
Emblazoned in their motto, “Good men build good buildings,” this ideal deter-
mined critical thinking. Henceforth, builders’ moral sentiments, like that of 
virtuous medieval masons, came directly to bear on architecture’s style, morality, 
and ultimate value. The international history of the Arts and Crafts Movement 
through the buildings of Le Corbusier and Frank Lloyd Wright cannot be under-
stood without reference to this critical Revival watershed; henceforth, the reform 
of art led the reform of society.22

Finally, Clark carefully defined the critical contribution of that apostle of taste, 
John Ruskin, to medieval Revival. Ruskin’s accessibility, eloquence, and international 
popularity ranked him as a chief Victorian architectural critic and apologist.23 
The Protestant Ruskin succeeded in “disinfecting Gothic architecture” by disas-
sociating it from Rome. Despite Ruskin’s mid‐century antagonism to the Gothic 
Revival, he was remembered by Clark and until today as one of the originators of 
Revival doctrines. Like Pugin, Ruskin inspired contemporary architects to build 
strong, honest, articulated structures. He differed, however, in one particular 
point which would define an important dialectic of modern architecture: ornament. 
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Less was not yet more for the Victorian Ruskin! To add medievalizing chimneys 
or to vary the size of a building’s many ogival windows was, for the sensitive and 
neurasthenic Ruskin (who sneered at Paxton’s Crystal Palace), to give a building 
style.24 Clark’s readers are left with a bittersweet taste for the failed Gothic Revival. 
Though it “changed the face of England … [with its] Gothic lodging‐houses, and 
insurance companies, [its] Gothic everything … [it left behind] a wilderness of 
deplorable architecture.”25 Taste would not swing back from the horizontal to the 
vertical until the early twentieth century.

A mid‐century landmark architectural history, Henry‐Russell Hitchcock’s vol-
ume on the nineteenth and twentieth centuries represents critical thought on 
neo‐medieval architecture through the 1970s. Developing out of what Hitch-
cock termed “Romantic Classicism,” formed between 1750 and 1790 in France 
and exported throughout the US, Europe, and Russia, all nineteenth‐century 
architecture fell roughly under this catchall rubric – including the countercurrent 
“picturesque” and medieval revivals. Revival styles were considered “aberrations” 
which launched the “chaos of nineteenth‐century eclecticism.”26 Despite Clark’s 
apologetic legacy, these neo‐styles horrified Hitchcock and his mid‐century gen-
eration, enamored of architecture’s modern movement.

Only the study and exploitation of new materials culminating c.1850 lay 
outside the Revivalist realm and aesthetic for Hitchcock, as it had for Pevsner, 
and represented modern architecture’s salvation. Hitchcock blamed some of the 
neo‐Gothic frivolity on its patrons, who requested it as a cheaper alternative to 
the “more noble Grecian.” Whether Gothic church, baronial manor house, or 
castellated prison, neo‐Gothic was aesthetically cast as indistinct and inappropriate. 
It had, Hitchcock agreed, improved during the 1830s, according to the legiti-
mizing principles of the “Romanist” Pugin’s Contrasts (1836) and had become 
brittle and absolute after 1840 with the Anglican Church’s doctrinaire application 
of Pugin’s principles. Only with Barry’s Houses of Parliament did the Gothi-
cists accomplish, proclaimed Hitchcock echoing Eastlake, “one of the grandest 
academic products of the nineteenth century.”27

Characteristic of his taxonomically driven, formalist generation and of the continued 
aesthetic ambivalence toward the neo‐medieval, Hitchcock generated a plethora of 
new stylistic terminologies for the neo‐Gothic offshoots of his “Romantic Classicism”: 
Georgian Gothick, Late Georgian Picturesque, Norman, Rustic Cottage, Italian 
Villa, pre‐Victorian, Early Victorian, Puginian Gothic, High Victorian Gothic, and 
Queen Anne. All of these rubrics variously applied to a neo‐Gothic mode which had 
“accepted”: irregularity, variety of silhouette, coloristic decoration, plastically complex 
organization, textural exploitation of traditional rustic materials, and a picturesque 
point of view.28 Hitchcock appreciated the Gothic Revival’s functional doctrines and 
its devotion to honest expression. We must build in a certain way, he opined, because 
it is right, not because it is pleasing!

Michael Charlesworth’s 2002 study addressed English Gothic novels, architecture, 
and medieval architectural criticism in a three‐volume interdisciplinary compilation, 
rare in Revivalist literature. One new idea emerging from this magisterial anthology 
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is that violence committed against the monastic orders, medieval architecture, 
and the Catholic population of Reformation England engendered a collective 
guilt which appeared in latent and symbolic form in the Gothic novel and in 
Revivalist literature. Gothic architecture, Charlesworth contended, was a setting 
conducive to the dramatic play of guilt and produced, in these dark novels of 
c.1760 through 1820, spectacular cruelty and heinous crimes. The mythic Gothic 
castle, a bridge to the past riddled with horror, was the literary scaenae frons for 
this play of bad conscience. Gothic Revival architects, in a desire for distance from 
associations of crime, transgression, and cruelty, created an antiseptic neo‐Gothic 
which mimicked and recalled the old but was physically and chronologically free 
of the former’s guilt.

Many international scholars who investigated the Gothic’s origins, allied 
themselves to this architectural revival cause, swaying the debate to accommo-
date the whitewashed neo‐Gothic. Based on his vast compendium of sources, 
Charlesworth estimated that the English, more than any other nation, raised the 
Revivalist stakes and, in order to sustain its literary thrust, transformed it into a 
living experience –  from dressing up like monks à la Sir Francis Dashwood for 
evenings of drinking at Medmenham Abbey, to surveying surviving monasteries, 
to fashioning neo‐Gothic buildings with emotion, religious feeling, and in the 
chaste and honest spirit of the medieval craftsman.29 Eventually, the neo‐Gothic 
became a way of life through Pugin, Ruskin, and onto William Morris, father of 
the modern movement.

Much recent scholarship addresses how medieval styles and their Revivals spawned 
modern architectural forms and ideals, supplanting Classical and Renaissance 
aesthetic authority and tradition. From London’s Crystal Palace through the 
modern skyscraper movement, Gothic innovations linked new materials and struc-
ture with medieval engineering and craft. Wayne Dynes contended that medieval-
ism was a major component of Le Corbusier’s work in his initial neo‐Gothic and 
later more mature neo‐Romanesque architectural forms (Notre-Dame du Haut, 
Ronchamp, 1954) – not in an imitative Revival mode but in their medievalizing 
formal language. Speaking similarly to the issue of cultural survival vs. revival, 
Madeline Caviness has subtly demonstrated the stylistic connection between the 
medieval and modern aesthetic without reference to historicism. For fin de siglo 
Modernismo architect Antoni Gaudí, newly discovered buildings, originally named 
“First Romanesque” by Puig y Cadafalch (in Le premier art roman, 1928, and La 
geografia i els origens del premier art romànic, 1930), had a tremendous avant‐garde 
appeal and spoke to a burgeoning nationalistic interest in Catalunya’s architectural 
patrimony.  His neo-Catalan Romanesque basement in Barcelona’s Güell Palace 
(1886–1891) and his neo-Gothic Sagrada Familia (1882–2026?) witness to this.30

The Gothic Revival was a more important and complex issue in Protestant 
countries, including the US and Australia, where Catholic religion and thought 
had been either extirpated and replaced or never cultivated across a wide portion 
of the population.31 Medieval revival came to bear differently on each nation in a 
complex mix of politics, religion, and national identity. The history of the Gothic 
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Revival in Catholic France, for example, was very different from its English, 
German, or American counterpart.32 The suppression of things medieval, aristo-
cratic, or ecclesiastical during the French Revolution came much later to France 
than had the Reformation to England. This delayed the spirit of revival until the 
years around 1830, when the taste for renewal was ripe and largely borrowed or 
imported from England.33 Additionally, the French medieval revival manifested itself 
rather in an intense program of restoration, often resulting in almost complete 
rebuilding. Even the ardent Viollet‐le‐Duc bemoaned neo‐Gothic structures, 
those “remains of a lost civilization” with “bodies robbed of souls.”34

Neo‐Romanesque: The Ugly, Dumpy, Elder Sister 
or Avatar of Modernism?

During the high noon of the English neo‐Gothic, the Ecclesiologist militated for a 
more functional Gothic church. The prescriptive nature of the Gothic Revival affected 
the revival of Romanesque architecture which had neither a champion like Pugin or 
Ruskin nor was promulgated anywhere by a Society with a written platform. Asso-
ciated with a lack of Gothic sophistication, the neo‐Romanesque, pan‐European, 
like its mother style, developed between c.1830 and 1910 throughout England, 
Europe, the US, and elsewhere. In an ironic twist of critical fate, adaptive neo‐
Romanesque forms, though given much shorter shrift, outlived their neo‐Gothic 
forebears, emerging as the structural bearers of meaning for the modern movement.

Early nineteenth‐century definitions of the Romanesque stressed its two unifying 
cultural characteristics. First was its romanitas, as emerging nations of Europe 
were united in the development of a civilization which was substantially defined 
by imperial Roman ideals, laws, and architectural forms. Second, a Romanesque 
melding of antique Roman and Christian forms effectuated a quintessential histori-
cizing moment when antique forms became infused with new meaning – as Gunn 
had explained for England and de Gerville had claimed for France.

Terminological ambivalence accounts for the early critical vacuum. Roman-
esque encompassed and was called by its alternative labels: Byzantine, Lombard, 
Norman, Saxon, Rhenish, and Rundbogenstil. In today’s scholarship, discussions 
of the neo‐Romanesque still suffer by association from what the French antiquary 
Gidon termed, “la maladie de la nomenclature.”35 Far less culturally determined, 
far more elusive of definition and origin, and far more geographically widespread, 
the “primitive” Romanesque was beset by the same critical issues as its distant 
“Roman” relative. Doomed to chronic inferiority by historicizing, neo‐Classical 
theorists who judged any post‐Antique or post‐Renaissance style as devolved from 
the Classical ideal, medieval and neo‐medieval architecture remained prisoners of 
this perspective through just over a scholarly generation ago.

Another complicating factor was the Romanesque sculptural program which 
has traditionally been conceived of as integral to, defined by, and defining of its 
architectural context.36 Another ascribed Romanesque stylistic characteristic was 
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its integration of a large‐scale sculptural program within its monumental space 
for the first time since Roman antiquity. Despite this international understanding, 
Romanesque architecture has traditionally been separated from its accompanying 
sculptural program in critical discussion. Its hydrocephalic heads and stocky 
bodies, its uncanonic “orders,” and its wild effusion of unruly, flattened, plant 
ornament created a house of natural horror. Strangling and overwhelming its 
station, Romanesque sculpture and ornament had no comfortable place within 
Classical terminology or taxonomy. The easiest way to deal with these strange 
bedfellows was to divorce sculpture from discussions of its historicizing albeit 
devolved architectural setting.

Christianity had disturbed the harmony between man and nature; it had upped 
the Classical ante by claiming a higher spiritual value and realm than man’s natural 
state. This dichotomous, idealistic belief system undermined the very basis of 
Classical architecture –  a system designed to reflect a balanced, body‐centered 
belief in its anthropocentric, modular, symmetrical proportions. The passionate 
struggle for grace and against sin informs medieval sculpture, which displays 
incoherent, fragmented, subversive, inauthentic, and polychromatic fantasy.37

The Romanesque Revival is best traced in predominantly Protestant Germany 
and the US, where its political uses presented newly empowered groups with forms 
expressing change within a traditional albeit devolved architectural language 
and value system. The Romanesque Revival developed, was stimulated by, and 
simultaneously overshadowed by the Gothic Revival. It reflected a renewed inter-
national appreciation of medieval forms manifest in: the restoration and preservation 
of medieval buildings, the organization and institutionalization of the architectural 
establishment and journals from 1830 on, increased travel, and developments in 
photography.38 However, no major definition of neo‐Romanesque appeared in the 
journals spawned by this movement.

Between 1846 and 1876, most American architecture was round‐styled. Quali-
tatively the most significant nineteenth‐century style, it has been ignored in much 
critical literature, and many examples of neo‐Romanesque have been demolished. 
Terminological ambivalence has not facilitated consistent classification and study. 
The historiography of the neo‐Romanesque was launched with Robert Dale 
Owen’s praise of James Renwick’s design for Washington’s Smithsonian Institu-
tion (1846), which style, Owen heralded, deserved to be “named as a National 
Style of Architecture for America.”39 For Owen and other early commentators, 
neo‐Romanesque fulfilled the American aesthetic desiring picturesque irregularity, 
flexibility, economy, simplicity, and Republicanism. It was not too fancy or 
exotic a stylistic or decorative choice. Owen credited Englishman Thomas Hope 
and subsequent antiquaries as having predisposed German, English, and hence 
American taste for the round style.40

By 1842, the neo‐Romanesque was suggested as a model for “occasional 
adoption” in the US and England, as illustrated in the work of Richard Upjohn, 
who “converted” to Romanesque with his Church of the Pilgrims in Brook-
lyn. Emerging proponents of this style advocated its classic beauty, durability, 
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relative economy of materials, and rapid execution. The 1853 publication of the 
Congregationalist Church’s Plans for Churches signaled “America’s testimony 
to neo‐Romanesque popularity.”41 While developing architectural journals dis-
cussed Romanesque Revival, there was no commanding historical or aesthetic 
stylistic assessment until the mid‐twentieth century. Mary Woods accounted for 
Americans’ sidelining of the discussion of past historical styles and their relative 
value until c.1920–1950, claiming its divisiveness and that Americans were 
more concerned with the “dangers than the privileges of history.”42 Works such 
as Samuel Sloan’s City and Suburban Architecture (1859) indicated the incipient 
popularity of the round style in American secular building.43

Carroll Meeks’s article was the first monograph on the American neo‐Romanesque, 
establishing the architects involved and a chronology and typology of American neo‐
Romanesque buildings, classifying them as round‐arched with Lombard bands 
and arcades resulting in either “Byzantine” or “Norman” styles, or as “Italian 
Villa,” a round‐arched style combined with pilasters and entablatures. On the 
basis of little previous incisive scholarship, he determined the primary building 
types in the round‐arched style: churches, governmental buildings, markets, retail 
stores, homes, hospitals, schools, railroad stations, and churches of non‐liturgical 
Protestant denominations such as Congregationalists, Methodists, Unitarians, and 
Presbyterians.44 Probing the nature and rationale of America’s choice of the round 
style, Meeks determined its inherently more facile design process, its relative lack 
of detail, and the consequent ease of establishing archeological “correctness” in 
this more “stripped down” neo‐style. Meeks suggested Germany’s Rundbogenstil 
revival as a source of American stylistic appreciation.

More recently, P. Kent’s comparative overview of revival literature from 1830 
to 1910 classified Romanesque Revival as a complex international movement, 
which varied from country to country and region to region, with its height of 
popularity between 1875 and 1900. Relying on the few studies since mid‐century, 
Kent defined neo‐Romanesque as a style which provided newly empowered groups 
with architectural options and legitimacy; he characterized its stylistic polarities: 
primitive and progressive; crude and artistic; nationalist and internationalist; legiti-
mate and subversive.45 In a discussion of Alfred Waterhouse’s neo‐Romanesque, 
J.B. Bullen added to Meeks’s and Kent’s characterizations of the revived neo‐round: 
its simple and primitive but grand and transcendent quality, its adaptive flexibility 
to modern building, and its secular yet sacred quality.46 Neo‐Romanesque forms 
served in developing an industrial architectural idiom for American urban centers. 
This resulted in buildings clad in medievalizing forms. Increasing numbers of 
building types converted to or were conceived of, de novo, in the neo‐Romanesque. 
Kent enlarged Meeks’s building type list with warehouses, hotels, office blocks, art 
galleries, and natural science or ethnographic museums. What these types shared 
was their need to accommodate new forms within progressive, innovative designs.

The “commercial deployment” of the neo‐Romanesque ran on the wheels of 
urban, industrial, commercial, financial, and educational trade and progress – with 
the ecclesiastical features and scale of the resurrected round style appropriated 
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and engineered to the new ideals of materialism and capitalism.47 Romanesque 
structural logic came to serve the natural and still‐theological order of the 
newly‐discovered world of Darwin. Lurking behind the positive estimation of 
this neo‐style, as Phillip Kent has pointed out, was the prejudice against its 
origins – interracial, impure, and miscegenetic – a result of the stylistic marriage 
of the invading barbarian tribal forms with pure, classical architecture.48

The signature neo‐Romanesque of the Beaux‐Arts‐trained Henry Hobson 
Richardson, a highly rusticated, irregularly and compactly massed Francophilic 
style, took the US by storm and lent legitimacy to the round style there and 
abroad. Richardsonian Romanesque (c.1870–1890) was, however, “but a flower 
on a well‐rooted stalk,” as Richardson had derived much from American archi-
tectural developments.49 The revived round style became critically associated with 
American qualities of rugged individualism, innovation, entrepreneurship, and 
industry. Richardson and Chicago School architects such as Sullivan, Burnham, 
and Root accommodated new building types to this secure, classically resonant, 
divested medieval style. A happy marriage of simple form and practical content 
took place. Thrifty, seasoned, and pragmatic, like its Roman forbears, the 
neo‐Romanesque became the signature and environment of the solid American 
marketplace.50 From today’s perspective, the vitality of the Romanesque con-
tinues, as it plays a distinct and significant role, having seeded – again –  the 
eclectic Postmodernist aesthetic.

Rundbogenstil, a German stylistic epithet designating the early nineteenth‐
century revived round style of Germany and central Europe, makes no real sense 
in discussions of Romanesque Revival in the US or English‐speaking countries. 
It has recently become more widely used in English‐language publications perhaps 
because of its elementary and broad meaning, its more simple stylistic characteris-
tics, and because it was coined specifically for the revived epiphany of the German 
medieval romanisch.

While critical commentary regarding the American preponderance for and 
leadership in the neo‐round style resulted of a national inclination for this simpler 
medievalizing style, the inverse was true for Germany. While the round styles of 
both nations were similar in many respects in form and composition and while 
German and American examples resulted in a larger corpus of Revival buildings 
than anywhere else, the theoretical and political processes that led to these results 
were altogether different.

Early German apologies for and adoption of the Rundbogenstil responded to a 
pervasive national insecurity, rooted in Napoleon’s destruction of medieval monu-
ments. In What Style Should We Build? was the imperative and interrogatory title of 
Heinrich Hübsch’s book announcing Germany’s anxiety over “the crisis of pre-
sent‐day architecture.”51 The resolution to this two‐decade long controversy was not 
to create, ex novo, but to imitate in the Rundbogenstil. Revival of the round style in 
Germany was more careful and programmatic than anywhere else, and by 1859 the 
neo-round was touted as Germany’s national product, reversing Goethe’s nationalistic 
determination for the pointed style only a generation after his death in 1832.
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The architectural histories of Franz Kugler and disciple Wilhelm Lübke 
definitively established the Rundbogenstil for Germany.52 For Lübke and for 
generations to follow, the pure and exact round style, having been engendered 
by Saxon imperial rule, embodied, “the strong, independent feeling of the 
German people … because … [it took] an especially deep root in Germany … 
and sank … profoundly … into the national life.”53 Politics, theory, and round‐
style architecture were inextricably bound in Germany’s historiographies. 
In the years following the establishment of the German Empire in 1871, the 
Rundbogenstil became a national choice under Hohenzollern patronage.54

Barbara Miller Lane’s study on “romantic nationalism” is one of very few 
significant twentieth‐century theoretical studies on German medieval revival. 
Lane refuted the widely held tenet that modern European architecture resulted in 
a continuous and linear progression away from historical models and toward mod-
ernist styles such as the German Bauhaus. She also took to task the traditional and 
exclusive association of nationalism with neo‐Classicism, providing a compelling 
account of Rundbogenstil revivalism, linked perhaps even more closely to German 
nationalism, populism, and innovation until well into the 1930s. Focusing on the 
continuities in German architectural history over the past 130 years, she argued 
that Germany both valued forms which suggested a distant medieval past as well 
as tended toward innovation in technology and building design in order to define 
its modernity.55 The very burden of its historical discontinuity, Lane discovered, 
led Germany to prioritize medieval Rundbogenstil forms.

Kathleen Curran’s groundbreaking book on Romanesque Revival in Germany, 
England, and the US from c.1825–1875, took the German Rundbogenstil as 
its point of departure. In a complex disentangling of its international historical, 
religious, and political roots, Curran traced the origins of the first round‐styled 
revival to the Munich and Karlsruhe of Ludwig I and the architectural theories 
of Hübsch, and mapped its rapid spread to England and the US.56 Influen-
tial Americans such as Robert Dale Owen, Horace Mann, and Henry Barnard 
sought German architectural models. Curran uncovered an international circle 
of friends at the epicenter of the early Rundbogenstil in Germany and the US, 
including Hübsch, Christian von Bunsen, and Friedrich Wilhelm IV, inter alia.57 
This comprehensive archiving led Curran to determine that the primary patrons 
of the Rundbogenstil were German monarchs and members of the English and 
American Protestant Church hierarchy. The concerns of these powerful men were 
both “secular and sacred”: to spiritually reinvigorate a Protestant Church threat-
ened by increasing industrialization and to reinvent state institutions.58

All stylistic roads led to Rome for budding German medievalists and neo‐
Classicists – all part of the late Romantic movement. All good nineteenth‐century 
Germans since Winckelmann and Mengs drank at Rome’s fountain, returning 
with a thirst to create their own national style. The neo‐round rode this wave 
of appreciation for Classical shapes and styles. The thorny debates regarding the 
developing concept of style were integral to the establishment of the Rundbo-
genstil in Germany. International aesthetic repercussions of this broad subject 



920 	 T i n a  Wa l d e i e r  B i z z a r ro

aside, this matrix generated theories of a national German style based on a mixture 
of materialist ideas regarding structure, purpose, materials, and technology. Seen 
within this complex and voluminous literature, the Rundbogenstil takes its place as 
an historicizing episode in German history – no less Frankensteinian than Gunn’s 
or de Gerville’s “new” styles. Germany’s Rundbogenstil, less slavishly sculptural  
and more angular than its French or English relatives, was nonetheless a “monster” 
whose limbs had been more “successfully” surgically fused.

The issue of terminology guided this tower‐of‐Babel debate as Rundbogenstil 
replaced the current neugriechische, byzantinisch, and romanisch because of its 
widespread use in English and French. The recent terminological resurrection of 
Rundbogenstil by scholars of German neo‐round‐styled architecture continues 
this nominal historiography as Germany and America’s national redefinitions 
continue.59 All told, the Romanesque Revival of Germany and the US led the 
insecure German nation and the young American republic toward more confident 
twentieth‐century identities.

“Too Many Monsters” or a “Contemporary Taste for Veneers”?

In 1987, Umberto Eco, echoing Gunn’s corporal metaphor of the “scattered 
limbs of the giant” of 174 years earlier, cautioned us to continue to dream of the 
Middle Ages, provided “that it is not the dream [sleep] of reason… . We have 
already generated too many monsters.”60 Coining the term “neo‐medieval,” Eco, 
remembering Goya, pegged the knotty issue of medievalism. Medievalism has 
significantly underpinned discourse of the medieval and the medieval Revival, 
monstrously reborn where we began this account – in 1813 with Gunn, in 1830 
with Hugo, or c.1790, with the prescient Goya! Whether neo‐Romanesque, 
neo‐Gothic, or neo‐medieval, nomenclature functions as an artificial construct, 
and discussions of naming continue to designate and inform our “medieval” and 
“neo‐medieval” – in literary, architectural, musical, cinematic, and other cultural 
and ludic studies. For Eco, these medieval revivals are possible because we moderns 
have not assigned the medieval to a platonic, formal ideal, as we have with our 
reconstructed, frozen Classical Antiquity. We are still reworking that paradigm, 
because we remain, in large part, medieval‐moderns, after the Fall.

Particularly since the 1970s, studies of medievalism have intensified, as we seek 
to excavate our medieval origins, imagine our common identities and histories.61 
Romanesque or Gothic architectural revivals, “cultural icebergs,” must be seen as 
part of a larger history of ideas of medievalism, which Michael Alexander claimed 
is “not a matter of dates but of category – the negative category of otherness.”62 
Alexander Nagel and others have claimed that the lifting of the modernist veil 
now allows us to see modern art’s medieval underbelly and that “encounters 
with medieval art mark the whole history of modernism and its aftermaths.”63 
Nagel’s characterization of our contemporary visual culture of “artistic pluralism 
and highly‐adept reenactments” oddly jives with C. Edson Armi’s conclusions 
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regarding the plastering‐over of French First Romanesque wall surfaces. What 
Armi designated the “contemporary taste for veneers,” and the “focus on the 
envelope of a building,” was justified, he argues, by pluralist notions of embracing 
all stylistic periods of a building, producing a new and “more authentic” expe-
rience. Both these reductionist assertions, according to Armi and Nagel, assume 
that the work of art is not unique.64 Contemporary terminological analyses of neo‐
medievalism (as distinct from medievalism) have identified this very same anti‐his-
torical attitude, this lack of interest or nostalgia for the authentic medieval, which 
establishes rather a “fantasy of medievalisms, a meta‐medievalism – an important 
difference – in which electronic media figure prominently.”65

The history of taste is a history of ways of seeing. This critical review reveals 
how successive generations valued their medieval legacies and their revivals. 
The template of our current understanding of medieval and revival architecture 
was formed when the medieval was first being resurrected, and this double 
birth continues to inform contemporary architectural style and theory. Modern 
and Postmodern architecture depends on Romanesque and neo‐Romanesque 
spatial achievements, bold masonry work, and architectonic mural surfaces. 
Our understanding responds to other ideals such as our sensitivity to this 
moody, medieval place in time and how we envision ourselves vis‐à‐vis this 
past – politically, socially, and spiritually.

As quintessential architectural icons of Christianity, neo‐medieval styles 
embodied the religious cradle and matrix of safety, childhood, nourishment, 
and peace in modern revivalist and contemporary memory. This architectural 
locus of the divine incorporated the first and final anchor, the portal to life and 
death. The medieval church has become part of the collective typology of the 
holy, an avatar of spiritual haven. It has become the greatest integrating archi-
tectural repository for the thoughts and aspirations of mankind. Our need to 
chronically revive this archetype of spirituality is fundamental to an understand-
ing of medieval revivals in the West. This is why fairy tales often had medieval 
architectural environments – to house their battles where good triumphs over 
evil, in a land far away, once upon a medieval time. Life‐sized Romanesque and 
Gothic sculpture turns us back on ourselves, and in the words of Henri Focillon, 
humanizes the celestial.

On the other hand, all of life’s insecurities come to bear on these stylistic arche-
types. The medieval church is the locus in quo where death, accident, disease, 
and loss are mediated. Transformation and transcendence await the faithful in  
medieval and medievalizing building. For today’s student of architecture, 
medieval and neo‐medieval buildings are no longer mistakes that post‐Italian 
Renaissance criticism would have us forget or bury. These buildings, formerly 
considered five centuries or so of architectural faux pas, were not bad architecture, 
revived by foolish nineteenth‐century architects. They have determined the shape 
of modern architecture and architectural history due to the historical patterns 
they established and spurned. We continue our interest in the moldering Middle 
Ages as the study of who we were informs who we are.
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Notes

1	 (On spolia, Romanesque architecture, and Gothic architecture, see Chapters 14, 17, 
and 21, by Kinney, Fernie, and Murray respectively, in this volume [ed.].)

2	 Although Prosper Merimée despaired of the novel, and Goethe thought it too 
schematic, Notre‐Dame de Paris’s (1831) popular influence was swift and interna-
tional, undergoing four English translations (1833–1839). English Gothic novels 
by Walpole and Radcliffe predated Hugo’s, but none concerned itself as intrinsically 
with medieval architectural criticism. In his monograph, K. Clark’s monograph, he 
recognized the considerable literary component of England’s Gothic Revival and 
accounted for its “failure” in its literary over‐determination. French critics tended to 
more intrinsically mix the literary and architectural manifestations of revivalism.

3	 An initiator of medieval restoration, Hugo tongue‐lashed the Revolutionary and 
Bourbon vandals of medieval buildings in Guerre aux démolisseurs (1829) and La 
bande noire (1824). Hugo served on the post‐Revolutionary Commission des arts et 
monuments (1835–1848), superintending medieval restoration, and he oversaw the 
restoration of Chartres. See P. Léon, La Vie des monuments français and E. Emery, 
Romancing the Cathedral (pp. 1–10), in which Emery traced the late nineteenth‐
century rise in popularity of the cathedral. P. Ward’s The Medievalism of Victor Hugo 
examined Hugo’s revivalist vision.

4	 Like Gunn and de Gerville, who invented the neologism l’architecture romane 
(1818), Hugo reckoned the Romanesque had emerged in the Late Roman Empire  
and had died with the Conqueror; the Gothic ended during the reign of King Louis 
XI (1461–1483). Contemporary French architectural historians, writers, and pol-
iticians quickly followed Hugo’s lead and claimed the Gothic for France. L. Vitet 
echoed Hugo’s words almost verbatim when he claimed that Gothic architecture 
was bourgeois, free, French, and Christian (La République sera chrétienne, ou elle 
ne sera pas (Paris, 1874)). F.‐R. de Chateaubriand had anticipated and stimulated 
the mania of the medieval with his Génie du Christianisme (1802), extolling Gothic 
architecture, based more on the vague and mystical frisson it elicited than on its formal 
qualities. L’architecture romane became the logical relative of the eleventh‐century 
French vernacular. The French were, however, more interested in the conservation of 
medieval monuments than in their revival.

5	 With respect to the complex theoretical question of architectural revival vs. survival, 
the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries were marked by the psychic pain of 
death and detachment from the Middle Ages. Panofsky’s seminal chapter in Renaissance 
and Renascences in Western Art, as well as the collective bulk of neo‐Classical litera-
ture prioritizing any Classical manifestation, continued to negatively direct medieval 
revival opinion and scholarship. Just as the Carolingian renovatio and the twelfth‐
century “proto‐renaissance” were not, said Panofsky, quantitatively or qualitatively as 
significant as the fifteenth‐century Italian Renaissance, neither were its artistic mani-
festations as valid. Since long before Panofsky and just before Vasari – with a firm cor-
roboration in late eighteenth‐century critical writing – revival, the Italian Renaissance 
and Classical Antiquity have been incontrovertibly linked. Panofsky confirmed that no 
good, liberal renascence ignored the universal, Classical past which was unhampered 
by religious or dogmatic prejudice. I would argue that the crucial difference between 
the early nineteenth‐century revivals and that of the Italian Renaissance was not their 
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chronological or philosophical perspective, which was at least as great as that of the 
fifteenth century, but their level of Romantic self‐consciousness, which bred guilt and 
shame rather than optimism. Unlike the link the Italian Renaissance had forged with 
Antiquity, modern medieval revivals did not fashion a golden middle age to which 
they wished to return. Their interpretation of history was dominated rather by a quasi‐
religious belief in progress, a quasi‐apocalyptic belief in the future which the Middle 
Ages could inform. Panofsky’s ancient and Classical “Arcadia” was now displaced into 
the medieval future.

6	 Even before the medieval revivals of 1780, the neo‐Classical movement of Flax-
man, Gunn, David, Quatremère de Quincy et  al., had challenged Classicism as a 
too‐narrowly defined language of structure and decorative elements, initiating an 
historicizing investigation of the dominant aesthetic of Classicism. Additionally, the 
expanding parameters of the known world worked to weaken the hegemony of the 
Classical ideal over others. Lavin, in Quatremère de Quincy, investigated the priority 
of Egyptian architecture in late eighteenth‐century architectural criticism, claiming 
that a new view of architecture’s origins resulted with the archeological study of 
Egypt. This debate was the battleground for the meta‐question of the origins of all 
Western architecture. This view begged the question of truth in origins as a deter-
minant of the true nature of reality or architectural style and substituted the social, 
linguistic model – which still scaffolds architectural criticism.

The dynamic, shifting, and reconstructive nature of memory – a topic too vast to 
be fully excavated here but which strikes at the heart of history writing – begins to 
be scientifically examined at the precise moment of the development of the modern 
novel, in the early nineteenth century.   As well, memories as the slippery inventions of 
a story-telling mind, continue to provide grist for the novelists’ mill – from Stendhal’s 
Le rouge et le noir (1830) to Proust’s A la recherche du temps perdu (1913-27), the 
progenitor of the twentieth century novel – along with countless others.

7	 I must cast my net widely around the critical reception of neo‐Romanesque and 
neo‐Gothic, which spanned two centuries and many countries, even beyond Eu-
rope. I have chosen to prioritize English criticism of the neo‐Gothic and German 
and American criticism of the neo‐Romanesque for reasons of their predominant 
and cardinal status, the sheer volume of these neo‐medieval monuments and the 
accompanying critical commentary, and leading architectural trends. While the 
Gothic was arguably a northern phenomenon, the Romanesque was pan‐European 
and widely exported. The intersection of these two critical corpora, therefore, 
seemed logical and practical in this context. I have restricted myself to landmark 
and seminal studies which have fashioned the direction and tenor of architectural 
criticism.

8	 Most educated or sensitive viewers conceived of the round style as a primitive version 
of the pointed until c.1850, when the Gothic Revival was in full swing. See my 
study, Romanesque Architectural Criticism, Chapters 1 and 2, for a discussion of the 
absence of medieval stylistic subdivisions before the seventeenth century. See also 
Frankl, The Gothic.

9	 Eastlake’s History of the Gothic Revival adduced primary sources from the seventeenth 
through nineteenth centuries.

10	 Ibid., p. 71. Eastlake criticized Ruskin for his proposal (Modern Painters, 1854), to 
choose a British national architectural style from among Pisan Romanesque, Trecento 
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Florentine, Venetian Gothic, or English Decorated, objecting to their unworkability 
and foreign origins.

11	 Ibid., p. 95. Rickman’s terminology (Saxon, Norman, Early English, Decorated, and 
Perpendicular) in An Attempt to Discriminate the Styles of Architecture in England 
(London, 1817), took quick hold in England.

12	 Out of E. Burke’s A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime 
and Beautiful (1757), the literary subgenre of the Gothic romance was born.

13	 Eastlake, History of the Gothic Revival, p. 372.
14	 Clark, The Gothic Revival, p. 7.
15	 Ibid., p. 7.
16	 Ibid., pp. 98, 133.
17	 More recently, Germann, The Gothic Revival, pp. 142–143, continued Clark’s 

terminological evaluation.
18	 See Lavin, Quatremère de Quincy, on the link between language and architecture, 

which bibliography is lengthy. I cite only a few significant examples in this regard: 
Dynes, “Art, Language, and Romanesque”; Eco, Search for the Perfect Language; 
McEwen, Socrates’ Ancestor; Guillerme, “The Idea of Architectural Language.”

19	 M.J. Lewis, Gothic Revival, p. 2, agreed that Gothic Revival was “the story of Western 
civilization’s confrontation with modernity.”

20	 Clark, Gothic Revival, pp. 142–143.
21	 The Cambridge Camden Society, founded by Trinity College graduates J.M. Neale 

and B. Webb, was dedicated to the reform of church architecture and antiquities, 
the revival of ritual arrangements, and the restoration of medieval architecture. 
After  its dissolution by the Anglican clergy (1845), the group changed its name 
to the Ecclesiological Society, continuing to publish its monthly vademecum, 
The Ecclesiologist.

22	 One of the first publications of Morris’s Kelmscott Press was Ruskin’s Stones of Venice 
(1851). Clark, Gothic Revival, p. 202, called Ruskin’s chapter, “The Nature of 
Gothic,” “one of the noblest things written in the nineteenth century.”

23	 Clark observed that Ruskin, in his prodigious writings (39 vols.), crystallized many 
critical ideals already formulated by Pugin. Ruskin published his book‐length essay 
Seven Lamps of Architecture in 1849, his Stones of Venice (2 vols.) from 1851 to 1853, 
and his Lectures on Architecture and Painting in 1854.

24	 Clark, Gothic Revival, pp. 196–198.
25	 Ibid., p. 214.
26	 Hitchcock, Architecture, p. 21.
27	 Ibid., p. 150.
28	 Hitchcock investigated American neo‐Gothic, considering it “feeble parable(s) of 

English originals” (Architecture, p. 155). A positive evaluation of Gothic Revival in 
the US would have to wait for American scholars such as Trachtenberg and Hyman, 
Architecture from Prehistory to Post‐Modernism, and M.J. Lewis in The Gothic Revival, 
who claimed that High Victorian Gothic, having overcome its “ferrophobia,” became 
“the architectural language of a worldwide colonial empire” (p. 157).

29	 English Catholics were placed under various legal sanctions from the Reformation 
through their emancipation in 1829. See Charlesworth, The Gothic Revival. Hugo 
and many French critics to follow blamed the overwhelming influence of Italian 
Renaissance forms for suppression of the French Gothic.
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30	 Dynes, “Medievalism,” p. 90. Caviness in “Politics of Taste,” pp. 60–63, named 
this same medievalizing impulse in Picasso’s Guernica (and other paintings) which 
“eliminated all trace of a quasi‐classical training in favor of more strident and expres-
sive forms that resonate with the [Catalan] Romanesque without being historicist.” 
Caviness also claimed common historiographical themes in Romanesque art and 
architecture in Catalunya and Germany, due to their authoritarian politics.

31	 I agree with Trachtenberg’s assessment of the Italian Gothic, in “Gothic/Italian 
‘Gothic,’” as never having been really “Gothic” according to its reified definition 
from mid‐century onward. He argued that fourteenth‐century Italians eclectically 
and self‐consciously Gothicized various types of buildings, to various expressive ends, 
never having swallowed the “gray Gothic pill.” His vision of the pan‐European 
Romanesque as a “sustained conflict between historicist and modernist tendencies,” 
is a brilliant one and strikes at the essence of the issue of Revivalism from the fourth 
century onward, as suggested by Gunn – that after Greece, all Western styles are revivals! 
Italy’s revival of antiquity (Roman, Byzantine, or Moorish) is more characteristic of 
that nation’s historical aesthetic choices. I have chosen to deal in greater depth with 
the literature of countries whose revival of either Romanesque or Gothic styles and 
accompanying critical literature are consistent, long‐lived, and exemplary.

32	 Fewer scholars have chronicled the continental or American neo‐Gothic than have 
excavated the flagship English style. See Lewis, The Politics of the German Gothic 
Revival, for a review of those sources. Lewis offered a sensitive account of how 
religion came to bear on Revivalism – Rhenish‐Catholic vs Prussian‐Protestant and 
anti‐round‐style  –  in the career of the seminal August Reichensperger, a German 
proponent of Neo‐Gothic in the Catholic Rhineland from 1840 through c.1900. 
Recently, scholars have treated individual architects, such as the catalog (of seven decades 
of work) of the American neo‐Gothic architect, Ralph Adams Cram (1863–1942) by 
Anthony, The Architecture of Ralph Adams Cram.

33	 See Bizzarro, Romanesque Architectural Criticism, Chapters 3 and 8. From Napoleon’s 
empire through the Restoration, neo‐Classical forms remained in favor. There were 
some French Gothic Revival buildings, such as St. Jean‐Baptiste, Ste. Clothilde, and St. 
Bernard in Paris, Notre‐Dame de Bon Secours in Rouen, and St. Nicholas in Nantes, but 
far fewer than in England. Viollet‐le‐Duc’s “restoration” of the ramparts of Carcassonne 
and his work on the Château de Pierrefonds was exceptional. During la belle époque, a 
new discourse on Gothic developed, casting it as a tower of reason and Celtic design.

34	 Viollet‐le‐Duc, Entretiens sur l’architecture, Vol. 2, #10, p. 448. Viollet‐le‐Duc repu-
diated the idea of revival in the preface to his Dictionnaire raisonnée de l’architecture 
française (1854). Passionate about the Gothic, he delved the structural secrets of 
its neo‐Gothic application. Architect to the Service des monuments historiques, he 
restored medieval churches at Vézelay, Amiens, St.‐Denis, Chartres, and Reims, “cor-
recting” each. See Murphy, Viollet‐le‐Duc at Vézelay. A number of French architects 
worked in both the neo‐Gothic: Anatole de Baudot, St. Jean de Montmartre, Paris; 
and neo‐Romanesque: Claude Naissant, Notre‐Dame de la Gare, Ivry, 1855; Victor 
Baltard, St. Augustin, Paris, 1860–1867; Gustav Guérin, Chapelle des Lazaristes, 
Tours, 1861; Théodore Ballu, St. Ambroise, Paris, 1863–1869; Paul Abadie, Sacré‐
Coeur, Paris, 1872–1919; Emile Vaudremer, St. Pierre de Montrouge (1864–1870); 
and Léon Vaudoyer, Cathédrale la Major de Marseille (1852). Paul Abadie, “l’homme 
néo‐roman,” restored St. Front de Périgueux. Foucart et al., in Paul Abadie, p. 11, 
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have claimed that Abadie was to a great degree responsible for the institutionalization 
of architectural restoration on a grand scale which inaugurated the important French 
rubric and discussion of patrimoine, addressed in the four‐volume Les lieux de mé-
moire (Paris, 1997).

35	 Gidon, “L’invention du terme ‘l’architecture romane’ par Gerville (1818),” p. 285. 
Two hundred years later, this debate continues across Europe. Commenting on neo‐
Romanesque in nineteenth‐century Ireland, Loeber and Campbell (“Architectural 
Styles and Discourse”) applied the epithet “Hiberno‐Romanesque” to the distinc-
tive Irish/Celtic contribution to Ireland’s sculpture and building style, which lived 
on firmly into the 1950s; at first used mainly for Catholic churches, the neo‐round 
became the banner style for a more general cultural “Irish Revival.”

36	 The pioneering work of Jean Bony on the Norman “mur épais” (Bull. Monu., 1939) 
and of C. Edson Armi on the southern First Romanesque continuous order (“Orders 
and Continuous Orders in Romanesque Architecture”) have patterned Romanesque 
scholarship. (On sculptural programs in general, and Romanesque and Gothic sculp-
ture in particular, see Chapters 18, 19, 22, and 33 by Hourihane, Maxwell, Jung, and 
Boerner in this volume [ed.].)

37	 Michael Camille (“How New York Stole the Idea”) discussed the pioneering role 
of Meyer Schapiro’s scholarship in renewing appreciation of the Romanesque. 
Camille assessed American scholarship before Schapiro, when Formalist poetics 
echoed nineteenth‐century romantic visions of the medieval. Schapiro reckoned 
that medieval and modern art shared aesthetic goals, repositioning both into the 
center of “high art” discussions. Camille argued that medieval sculpture was popular 
like its modern American counterpart because both evinced rugged individualism 
and depersonalization.

38	 Kent, “The Meaning of the Romanesque Revival,” pp. 50–55, reported that there 
was more written on architecture between 1850 and 1900 than previously. Armi, 
“Report on the Destruction,” bemoaned the recent destruction and unrestrained 
restorations of Burgundian Romanesque architecture. Care of medieval monuments 
was initiated by the venerable Service des monuments historiques which inventoried 
and conserved medieval buildings c.1830, the era of the birth of the neo‐Roman-
esque. Armi pointed to the modern understanding of architecture as surface and 
container – with a neglect for structure and surface articulation – as the intellectual 
underpinning of the present overzealous restoration of Romanesque buildings by the 
Service. The negative critical fate of the neo‐Romanesque was tied to ideas of what a 
“modern” building was.

39	 Owen, Hints on Public Architecture, p. 109.
40	 Watkin, Rise of Architectural History, pp. 68–69, took up Owen’s argument.
41	 According to Steege, “The Book of Plans,” pp. 227–231, this book was the Congrega-

tionalists’ analogue to The Ecclesiologist and a catalyst in disseminating neo‐Romanesque 
in the 1840s, 1850s, and 1860s. Steege also noted that other important arms of the 
American Romanesque Revival were religious journals associated with universities 
such as Harvard’s Christian Examiner, Yale’s New Englander, and Princeton’s Biblical 
Repertory.

42	 Woods, “History,” p. 77.
43	 Sloan, City and Suburban Architecture. Meeks, “Architectural Education,” p. 31, 

pointed out that nine‐tenths of Sloan’s examples are of the round style.
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44	 Meeks, “Architectural Education,” p. 18. She named the major architects: Jas. Renwick 
Jr. (1818–1895), R. Upjohn (1802–1878), T. Tefft (1826–1859), S. Sloan (1815–1884), 
J.J. Windrim (1866–1934), and H.H. Richardson (1838–1886).

45	 Kent, Meaning of the Romanesque, p. 156, analyzed neo‐Romanesque criticism in 
England, the US, and Australia. He argued that Romanesque Revival was closely allied 
to other modernizing movements and that modernists drew on neo‐Romanesque 
forms in developing their new aesthetic. See also O’Gorman, H.H. Richardson, and 
Miller Lane, “National Romanticism.”

46	 Bullen, “Alfred Waterhouse’s Romanesque ‘Temple of Nature,’” pp. 257, 268, 271, 
underlined the importance and originality of Waterhouse’s stylistic choice – deployed 
on a theretofore unprecedented scale in England –  for London’s Natural History 
Museum, arguing that it provided a suitable stylistic idiom for “a collection that 
focussed specifically on the evolution of the most primitive forms of life into the 
most sophisticated … expressing the ‘Beauty of Holiness.’” He noted that the Pre‐
Raphaelite painters gave the neo‐round their seal of approval. See Bullen’s n. 4, p. 282, 
for a listing of many other neo‐round museums in the US and Britain.

47	 Kent, Meaning of the Romanesque, p. 77.
48	 Kent, “Survival of the Fittest,” p. 11. Bullen, “Alfred Waterhouse’s Romanesque 

‘Temple of Nature,’” pp. 257–260, discussed the accommodation of Darwin’s ideas 
on evolution (1859) to age‐old belief in a “benevolent creator,” in Waterhouse’s 
design for London’s Natural History Museum, dubbed in the contemporary press, 
“the cathedral to God’s wonders of the natural world” (p. 271).

49	 Meeks, “Architectural Education,” p. 33.
50	 Kent, Meaning of the Romanesque, pp. 79–80.
51	 Hübsch, Bau‐Werke, p. 1, as quoted in Hübsch et  al., In What Style Should We 

Build? Hübsch was essentially responsible for the adoption of the term Rundbo-
genstil in the early nineteenth century. Hübsch labeled architecture of the tenth 
and eleventh century as round‐styled. Before this late determination, however, he 
had designated any round‐styled building from late Roman examples through the 
Gothic as Rundbogenstil – as Gunn had done with “Romanesque” 15 years earlier!

52	 Kugler, Handbuch der Kunstgeschichte, and Lübke, Geschichte der Architektur.
53	 Lübke, Geschichte der Architektur, p. 470.
54	 Lane, “National Romanticism,” pp. 111–147. Nineteenth‐century German scholarship 

on Romanesque and its Revival was substantial and varied. See Bullen, “Alfred 
Waterhouse’s Romanesque ‘Temple of Nature,’” pp. 275–276, for a good discussion 
of these sources, inter alia: C.G. Kallenbach & J. Schmitt’s Die christliche Kirchen‐
Baukunst des Abenlandes, 1850; L. Puttrich’s Systematische Darstellung der Entwicke-
lung der Baukunst, 1852; G. Moller’s Denkmaler der Deutschen Baukunst, 1815–1851; 
Sulpiz Boiserée’s Denkmale der Baukunst vom 7ten bis zum 13ten Jahrhundert am 
Nieder‐Rhein, 1833.

55	 Lane, “National Romanticism,” pp. 111–147. Lane noted the theories of L. Eaton 
and D. Tselos who have argued that H.H. Richardson’s beloved signature style 
was greatly copied in Scandinavian countries and Finland, in a national romantic 
movement post‐1900. These countries lacked, they suggested, an indigenous 
medieval architecture. In Germany, where there was no lack of medieval models, 
Lane contends the reverse was true and that Germany’s earlier Rundbogenstil paved 
the way for the reception of H.H. Richardson in Germany. Lane used the term 
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“national romanticism,” inaugurated by Swedish architectural historians, to describe 
medievalizing architecture. Lane listed Rundbogenstil examples under the aegis 
of Ludwig II of Bavaria (1864–1868), Wilhelm I (1871–1888), and Wilhelm II 
(1888–1918). Germany’s Rundbogenstil accommodated barracks, railroad stations, 
government offices, and eventually, she argued, inspired avant‐garde architects. The 
Hohenzollerns wanted to forge a link with the Hohenstaufens in order to reclaim the 
Catholic imperial tradition. Rundbogenstil buildings continued beyond Germany’s 
defeat in World War I and consequent partitioning through the rise of Hitler’s Third 
Reich. Even Gropius’s avant‐garde Bauhaus of 1919, Lane indicated, linked its moder-
nity to a return to medieval guild structures and beliefs, as had England’s Morris, 
a generation earlier. Lane adduced the recent medievalizing work of Gottfried Böhm 
(b. 1920) to prove that the medieval past still bridged German modernity.

56	 Curran, The Romanesque Revival, p. xxiv. Curran noted that Ludwig 1 paid for 
more Romanesque Revival buildings in the US than anywhere else except in Munich 
(p. xxiv).

57	 Ibid., p. xxvii. Von Bunsen was Prussian ambassador to the syndic of Hamburg, 
Karl Sieveking. Hübsch was appointed principal government architect in Karlsruhe 
in 1827. Curran traced the beginning of the term Rundbogenstil to Hübsch or J.F. 
Böhmer in the early 1820s (pp. 12–18).

58	 Ibid., p. xxv.
59	 Ibid., pp. 17–21.
60	 Eco, “Dreaming of the Middle Ages,” Semiotica, p. 239.
61	 A chapter of this scope and subject matter cannot hope to subsume the vast scholarship, 

especially since the 1970s, on medievalism. Leslie J. Workman is widely recognized 
as the pioneer and founder of medievalism studies, having organized the first sessions 
on this topic in 1971 at the ICMS, Kalamazoo Conference and having launched the 
journal, Studies in Medievalism.  Since Workman’s pioneering formal inauguration 
and institution of the discipline, studies on medievalism have proliferated.

62	 Alexander, Medievalism, pp. xxvi–vii, reported that in 1854 Ruskin first used the term 
“Mediaevalism,” designating that period from the fall of Rome to the close of the 
fifteenth century, book‐ended by “Classicism” and “Modernism.” At that point, Jules 
Michelet had not yet coined our familiar, and now‐disappearing, “Italian Renaissance.” 
Alexander examined the set of pervasive English ideals – political, social, literary, and 
religious – which scaffolded the medieval Revival.

63	 Nagel, Medieval Modern, p. 8. Tracing the historiography of modernism and the 
role of the medieval within modern art, Nagel focused not on pictorial iconographic 
medievalism, but rather on deeper structural patterns and themes that form the 
connection between medieval and twentieth‐century modern art, such as, “the 
generation and dissemination of images; site‐specificity and mobility; fetishism and 
iconoclasm; memory and anachronism; … authorship and authority” … “patterns of 
pilgrimage, multi‐media sacred environments, the semiotics of the relic and of trace‐
images, ritual performative stagings, … modalities of replication, and a history of 
recurrent iconoclasm” (pp. 10, 14). Wayne Dynes “Medievalism and Le Corbusier” 
(p. 89) argues that the machine aesthetic modern architect/theorist, Le Corbusier, 
seduced by the collective spirit and universality he perceived in medieval Catholicism, 
produced his two masterpieces – the Chapel of Notre‐Dame‐du‐Haut, Ronchamp, 
and the Monastery of La Tourette near Lyon.
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64	 Nagel, Medieval Modern, p. 7, and Armi, “Report on the Destruction,” pp. 308–309. 
Armi has hit the critical nail on its head. The negative critical fate of the highly 
articulated and sculpted neo-Romanesque was undoubtedly tied to the antipathy of 
the sleek modern aesthetic to extrinsic decoration.

65	 Grewell, “Neomedievalism,” pp. 36–37, from Robinson and Clements, “Living with 
Neomedievalism,” p. 56.
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Medieval Art Collections
Janet T. Marquardt

Michelle Brown introduces the early history of museums in her essay, “The 
Modern Medieval Museum.” She also focuses on the importance of medieval 
manuscripts as works of art, of exhibition styles, and of digital technology for 
access. My task here is to foreground the development of major public and private 
collections of medieval art objects in the West within the context of connoisseur-
ship and the rise of national cultural preservation.

First valued only by English antiquarians during the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries, the collection and presentation of medieval art was not fashionable 
until the late eighteenth century and only gained momentum during the Roman-
tic movement of the nineteenth century. Brown sets our scene when she writes 
of the destruction and dissemination caused by the Dissolution in England 
(1536–1541) and the Revolution in France (1789–1799). I would add the Wars 
of Religion (1562–1598), the subsequent collection and conservation of books 
and objects by scholars, and the first public libraries and exhibition spaces. The 
most important medieval collections are held in Britain, France, Germany, Spain, 
and the United States.

Churches and aristocratic estates lost many art objects during the upheavals 
of the sixteenth–eighteenth centuries but more were sold or melted down to 
pay for the Revolutionary Wars. Napoléon (1769–1821) stripped northern Italy 
of art for what would eventually become the first major public museum devoted 
entirely to art, the Louvre. Alexander Lenoir (1761–1839), the director of a 
depot set up for appropriated art in Paris, turned the jumble into a chronological 
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historical presentation of French sculpture. This was a key moment in the creation 
of the modern museum, linking an appreciation of the historical past to the con-
cept of posterity by a presentation of cultural achievement that could uplift the 
story of the state. New meanings replaced those lost by change. Throughout 
the nineteenth century, a struggle raged between demolition and conservation 
of medieval buildings. A commission on historic monuments was established 
under the French king Louis‐Philippe (r. 1830–1848) to inventory and list key 
buildings for preservation and restoration but simultaneously many important 
medieval structures were dismantled as being too costly to maintain (such as the 
Abbey Church of Cluny) or hindering major remodeling projects (such as whole 
neighborhoods in the city of Paris under Baron Haussmann’s plan).

Initially, museums copied the presentation of art shaped by gentlemen collectors, 
grouping subject themes, object types, materials, or even balancing decorative inter-
ests. As public museums took on the role of education, art was rehung to introduce 
viewers to not only the history of art but to the very progress of civilization. The 
core of nearly every museum in the world was, and still is, artifacts from the ancient 
civilizations that bore European culture (Egyptian, Greek) and thereafter painting 
beginning with the Renaissance. Museums of decorative art, on the other hand, 
included the craftsmanship of luxury medieval objects, both to serve as models 
for modern manufacture and in romantic longing for pre‐industrial techniques. 
Over time, medieval art would play a role in all European nationalist aspirations. 
Its recognition coincided with the conservation of historical fragments since the 
formulation of cultural identities depended upon material evidence. In some coun-
tries, sacred art has also been assembled regionally into diocesan museums with 
medieval objects as core components. Although appreciation during the nineteenth 
century was almost exclusively reserved for Gothic and early Renaissance arts, an 
appreciation for non‐European and “primitive” arts during the twentieth century 
widened interest in early medieval and Romanesque examples. Temporary exhibi-
tions organized around thematic, iconographic, and contextual orientations now 
supplement the standard museum layout.

Medieval Art Collections in Europe

France

Musée des Monuments français, Paris

Alexandre Lenoir, named curator in 1795 of a depot of unwanted sculpture and 
other “movable” media in the former convent of the Petits Augustins in Paris, 
proposed to the government that he organize a chronological presentation of the 
monuments as an educational opportunity for the Republic as well as a visible 
compensatory measure during the reaction against Revolutionary vandalism. 
Lenoir was channeling the tenor of the times when he began this organizational 
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style of presentation and continued to adapt his justifications for maintaining his 
museum as vandalism gave way to visible achievements of empire and then royal 
symbols for the restoration of kings. Originally including material from Antiq-
uity through the eighteenth century (but losing much of the Classical material 
and French painting to the national museums established at the Louvre and the 
Palace of Versailles, respectively), Lenoir shaped his presentation to reconstruct 
and reinterpret fragments in creative ways, replacing religion with myth and elite 
symbolism with evocations of national history. In his organization of the material, 
he set out four major periods of art: Celtic antiquities, ancient sculpture, medieval 
and post‐Renaissance monuments. So, although Lenoir himself preferred modern 
sculpture, most of what remained at the depot was older. The museum opened in 
1796 and led the visitor through the convent cloister and introductory hall (origi-
nally the church) to rooms allocated works according to the century in which they 
were made, and out to the Élysée – the garden where Lenoir buried the remains 
of prominent historical figures and erected tomb monuments, many pastiches like 
that of Heloise and Abélard now remounted in Père Lachaise cemetery.

Based upon prevailing taste that condemned medieval art as primitive, Lenoir’s 
earliest room was assigned to the thirteenth century but contained works from 
the Merovingians onward to serve as a base line from which to judge the progress 
of French art up to the Renaissance, epitomized by the sixteenth‐century tomb of 
François I. In order to downplay the original panegyric purposes of most of this 
work, Lenoir mixed sacred with secular and noble with common, emphasizing the 
names of artists over those of the subjects. He commissioned restorations, fabrica-
tions of fragments into new monuments, and memorialized select notables from 
the French past. Each room was decorated to fit the period and natural lighting 
increased as visitors moved forward in time, equating their experience with the 
Enlightenment (fig. 38-1). We know about the arrangements and Lenoir’s values 
because he wrote a catalog for visitors which stands as the first descriptive tour of 
museum highlights in print.

Lenoir’s museum was closed by Quatremère de Quincy in 1816, many works 
returned to churches and family estates, and the building became the École de 
Beaux Arts. It was reborn, however, in 1882 at the Palais du Trocadéro as the 
plaster cast Musée de la Sculpture comparée, an idea from the architect Viollet‐
le‐Duc (1814–1879) to reconstitute the visual history of France that Lenoir had 
begun. The new museum changed the terms of Lenoir’s emphasis on Renaissance 
sculpture with Viollet’s appreciation for medieval art and a broader mandate to 
reproduce prime examples of French craftsmanship from across the entire country. 
The name was changed back to Musée des Monuments français when the collec-
tion was completely reorganized for the 1937 Exposition universelle at the new 
Palais de Chaillot. After a fire in 1995, the collection was reopened in 2007 as 
part of the Cité de l’architecture et du patrimoine. It features architectural frag-
ments, maquettes and drawings, sculpture and wall paintings. The most impressive 
exhibits are the casts of entire church facades and the copies of frescoed domes.



Figure 38-1  up: A painting by Jean‐Lubin Vauzelle: The Musée des Monuments 
français in the Chapel of the Petits Augustins Convent in 1795. Source: Wikipedia 
Commons. Figure 38-1 down: Photograph of the Galerie Davioud, a room with 
mostly Languedoc Romanesque reproduction, Musée des Monuments français, Paris. 
Source: Wikipedia Commons.
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Musée National du Moyen Age/Thermes de Cluny, Paris

The most extensive museum of genuine medieval art in the world, France’s 
former Cluny Museum in Paris is housed in two conjoined buildings on the city’s 
left bank: a former Roman bath and the Paris residence of the abbots of the 
abbey of Cluny. Also indebted to Lenoir’s model (inheriting many pieces from 
his museum) and established during the first period of public museum creation in 
Europe, France’s National Museum of the Middle Ages grew around the collec-
tion of Alexandre du Sommerard (1779–1842) after his death. Du Sommerard 
was an early proponent of medieval art collections as inspirations toward historical 
imagination. Living in the abbots’ former fifteenth‐century mansion, he orga-
nized objects in separate rooms according to their original purpose.1 Now joined 
to the continuously conserved frigidarium of the baths from the first century ce, 
the museum exhibits archeological finds from the Roman city of Lutetia alongside 
medieval treasures in a setting offering a profoundly historical effect. The high 
vaults and sophisticated plumbing of the frigidarium demonstrate advanced 
Roman engineering while the huge fireplaces, spiral staircases, flamboyant chapel, 
and elaborate fenestration of the mansion provide a perfect context in which to 
view luxury objects from the Middle Ages.

The city of Paris began placing sculptures from historical buildings in the 
frigidarium, including statues from Notre‐Dame and other medieval churches, 
in 1836. The entire site was handed over to the state when it purchased the Cluny 
residence in 1843. Albert Lenoir, architect and son of the founder of the Musée 
des Monuments français, merged and restored the two sites as a museum. Du Som-
merard’s son, Edmond, was the first director when the museum opened in 1844; 
he stayed in the post for 40 years and, under the auspices of the Commission des 
monuments historiques, greatly expanded the holdings. In 1867, Edmond orga-
nized an international exposition in Paris following the model set by Lenoir père, 
well tuned to its nationalistic aspirations, providing chronological and thematic 
presentations of monumental reproductions of art as lessons in French history.

After the Second World War, a new evaluation of the museum’s strengths led to 
reorganization of the presentations and redistribution of post‐medieval objects to 
other museums in France. In 1977, the same year a Renaissance art museum was 
opened in Écouen, the heads of the 21 kings from the west façade of Notre‐Dame 
were discovered in excavations for a new Paris bank and transferred to the Cluny 
museum where their bodies already stood. Concentrating on western European 
medieval art and objects from everyday life, including a large number of sacred 
Jewish objects acquired from private collections,2 the museum was renamed the 
National Museum of the Middle Ages in 1992. Since 2000, a four‐part medieval 
garden has been open to visitors on the north side of the site, bordering the 
Boulevard Saint‐Germain.

The Louvre also has a medieval section, begun before the creation of the 
Cluny Museum with the purchase of private collections in 1825–1829. It 
continued to purchase and receive bequests, housed in the Richelieu Wing since 
1993. Together the Louvre and the Musée national du Moyen Age demonstrate 
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France’s rich medieval heritage as well as a long history of art acquisitions in 
Europe – whether through wealthy donors, the spoils of war, or purchase power. 
That a museum of exclusively medieval art could have become a major tourist 
destination is testimony to the French marketing of their history and the resultant 
popularity of such works as the Unicorn Tapestries. At the same time, tourists 
are shown examples of medieval art that stretch their expectations beyond the 
ubiquitous Gothic madonnas and suits of armor with important pieces like the 
Basel antependium or coronation ivory of Otto II and Theophanou.

The United Kingdom and Ireland

Victoria and Albert Museum, London

Originally named the Museum of Manufacture, the Victoria and Albert museum 
opened in 1852 with the support of Prince Albert following his successful spon-
sorship of the Great Exhibition of 1851 held in the Crystal Palace and featuring 
international manufactured goods set against the best of British examples. The 
aim was to acquire high‐quality examples of decorative arts with a focus on British 
design. After moving to South Kensington in 1857 and rapidly expanding with 
more exhibition halls, the collection grew to include to prints, drawings, paintings, 
and full‐scale sculpture as well as significant materials from former colonies and 
important private collections (including objects donated by the collector and 
American railroad magnate, J.P. Morgan). It was for a new building with a grand 
entranceway dedicated by Queen Victoria in 1899 that the name was changed to 
the Victoria and Albert Museum. The V&A holds a sizeable and comprehensive 
collection of medieval art, with some of the finest examples of the minor arts in 
Europe, as well as important examples of medieval revival arts.3

British Museum, London

Although the British Museum was first opened in 1763 with the collections of Sir 
Hans Sloane as the first national public museum, it was not until the nineteenth 
century that medieval art was given a curator. Sir Augustus Wollaston Franks (1826–
1897) was hired in 1851 in the Department of Antiquities, later appointed “Keeper of 
British and Medieval Antiquities and Ethnography.” Over time, he became the leading 
expert on medieval objects. His purchases and personal donations over 45 years of 
service enhanced the collection to the point of world significance, building upon 
the 1823 donation by George IV of the King’s Library that had added important 
medieval manuscripts to the collection, and 82 works of the Lewis hoard, including 
the famous chess pieces, which had been purchased 1831–1832 from the Edinburgh 
dealer, T.A. Forrest.4 Franks acquired the ninth‐century Lothair Crystal from the 
collection of Ralph Bernal in 1855 and the French fourteenth‐century Royal Gold/
Saint Agnes Cup in 1892. He donated all but one end panel from the Anglo‐Saxon 
whalebone box, now called the Franks Casket, to the museum in 1867.
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In 1898, Baron Ferdinand Rothschild (1839–1898) bequeathed his Kunst-
kammer of 265 high‐quality medieval and Renaissance objects from Waddes-
don Manor to the British Museum. The core of the bequest was begun by 
Ferdinand’s father, Anselm, in Frankfurt in 1830–1866 under the direction of 
the dealer Moritz Daniel Oppenheim, painter and professor at Weimar Uni-
versity.5 After 1872 in Vienna, Anselm added more works, including the most 
important one: the Holy Thorn Reliquary of Jean, Duc de Berry, from 1400. 
Ferdinand continued to add to his inherited collection after he married into 
the English Rothschilds, also collectors, and took up residence in London. He 
was able to view works and read catalogs from the South Kensington (Victoria 
and Albert) and British Museums, purchasing objects from exhibitions. He kept 
this growing curiosity collection separate, however, from his other art purchases 
and housed it in a room designed in an earlier style than those in the rest of 
his houses. His decision to leave it as a discrete entity to the British nation was 
influenced by the examples of contemporaries, most directly that of Lord Hert-
ford’s collection, bequeathed in 1897 and today known as the Wallace Collection 
at Hertford House, London.

The British Museum’s early medieval holdings are particularly noteworthy since 
few museums contain substantial examples dated before 1000. Local objects, 
such as those from the Sutton Hoo Ship Burial, are shown alongside others from 
across the world. They inspired the academic focus of art historian Ernst Kitz-
inger on the transitions between classical and medieval art, seen in his book Early 
Medieval Art in the British Museum (1940). In 2009 the medieval material was 
reorganized and a new gallery was opened under the direction of curator James 
Robinson. Major exhibitions, utilizing the rich holdings of the British Museum 
along with loans, have contributed to a renewal of public interest in medieval art 
in the twenty‐first century. One such show was the immensely popular Treasures 
of Heaven exhibition from 2010–2011, which was organized in tandem with the 
Cleveland Museum of Art and the Walters Art Museum in Baltimore and featured 
works from collections across Europe and the United States.

Burrell Collection, Glasgow

The Burrell Collection of Art was primarily compiled during his lifetime by Sir 
William Burrell (1861–1958), who made his fortune in shipping. Consisting 
of over 8000 pieces, important medieval works include western European and 
Islamic weapons and armor, stained glass, ceramics, sculpture, furniture, and 
textiles such as carpets, embroideries, and significant late medieval tapestries. 
In fact, when William and Constance gifted the collection to the city of Glasgow 
in 1944, they included a condition that it be housed in a pollution‐free environ-
ment, specifically mentioning concerns for medieval textiles.6 The building that 
eventually opened in 1983 in Pollock Park incorporated medieval stonework into 
the structural form and privileged the display of more than 700 panels of stained 
glass with walls of windows that allowed for fully day‐lit galleries.7
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Interest in the collection of stained glass in Scotland had grown during the 
formation of the Free Kirk after 1843, which rejected the severe Calvinist 
attitudes toward representational art of the traditional Church of Scotland. 
William Burrell preferred the styles fostered by the Arts and Crafts movement, 
those of the medieval and Renaissance periods, and began purchasing glass 
in earnest after 1918, acquiring much of Sir George Jerningham’s collection 
that had been assembled by his dealer, John Christopher Hampp, throughout 
France and Germany after the end of the French Revolutionary Wars.8 Burrell 
bought Jerningham’s glass from Grosvenor Thomas, a dealer and colleague of 
Wilfred Drake, one member of a family of stained glass experts. Burrell and 
Drake formed a partnership of sorts, in that Drake acquired and restored much 
European glass during World War II which, in turn, Burrell often purchased. 
Thomas’s son and Drake also made it possible for Burrell to purchase 17 impor-
tant windows from the collection of the American, William Randolph Hearst, 
in 1939. One of them, a thirteenth‐century Marriage at Cana scene, consists 
of nearly entirely original materials, including the lead cames. Although Burrell 
felt he overpaid for the Hearst glass, he made up for it with other, bargain 
purchases such as 38 panels from Vale Royal Abbey or a small saint purchased 
from the dealer Arnold Seligmann in 1923 and identified after Burrell’s death 
as original to the Abbey of Saint‐Denis, France. The bulk of the Burrell Col-
lection stained glass dates from the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries and comes 
primarily from England, Germany, and the Netherlands.

National Museum of Ireland, Dublin

The Republic of Ireland’s National Museum was originally formed under British 
rule as part of their Science and Art Museums act of 1877, with collections from 
the Royal Dublin Society, the Royal Irish Academy, and Trinity College Dublin. 
It included artifacts found by the Geological Survey of Ireland and collected 
on world explorations by Captain Cook. By 1890, the museum had outgrown 
its space and Thomas Newenham Deane designed a new building on Kildare 
Street. In 1922, after independence, the Irish Free State expanded the display 
to add objects from around the country, presenting its impressive medieval 
collection as proof of a historically powerful native culture. Irish Artists who 
worked on government commissions used these artifacts as models to cre-
ate new iconographic symbols for the state. The bulk of the material is from 
prehistory through the Middle Ages with a special section, “the Treasury,” 
exhibiting the most valuable works, arranged chronologically from the Iron 
Age to the twelfth century. Thus the museum shows archeological artifacts and 
art together as evidence of a continuous civilization on the island. Although 
the Book of Kells is held by Trinity College, key pieces like the Ardagh Chalice, 
Tara Brooch, Cross of Cong, St. Patrick’s Bell, and Faddan More Psalter form 
the core of the national collection.
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Germany and Austria

Alte Pinakothek and Bayerische Staatsmuseum, Munich

The Boisserée brothers, Sulpiz (1783–1854) and Melchior (1786–1851), were 
to Germany what du Sommerard became for France. Two of the earliest connois-
seurs of medieval art, they first encountered the works being kept at the Louvre 
in 1803 and, influenced by the Romantic theories of Friedrich Schlegel, became 
concerned that the medieval art they saw on their travels through Europe was 
being destroyed.9 They began to study and conserve it almost immediately. 
Sulpiz focused on research about medieval art and was instrumental in finding the 
original designs for Cologne Cathedral, eventually convincing the crown prince 
of Prussia to complete construction. Melchior concentrated on making purchases 
in order to preserve medieval art. From 1810 to 1819, the brothers pub-
licly exhibited their collection in Heidelberg, attracting the attention of the royal 
curator for Ludwig I of Bavaria (r. 1825–1848), who purchased and moved it to 
Munich. Sulpiz was then appointed curator of sculpture for Bavaria. Part of the 
movement to open princely collections to ever larger audiences, Ludwig established 
museums in order to permanently exhibit his collections.10 The Boisserée pieces 
joined works from those collected by the Wittelbach family up to the sixteenth 
century to form the Alte Pinakothek Museum, opened in 1836. It became one 
of the first European institutions to foster appreciation for medieval art among 
public viewers, predating the Cluny Museum in Paris.

In 1855, Maximilian II (r. 1848–1864) founded a museum for Bavarian crafts-
manship, the Bayerische Staatsmuseum. Its medieval art collection is particularly 
strong in late medieval sculpture and painting. Some pieces are exhibited in period 
rooms, such as the Gothic painted Council Chamber of the Augsburg Weavers 
Guild. Earlier works include the Romanesque sculptures from the abbey of 
Wessobrunn and the Scandinavian ivory and bronze Bamberg Casket of St 
Kunigunde (c.1000).

Schnütgen Museum, Cologne

In 1876, the cathedral vicar of Cologne, Alexander Schnütgen (1843–1918), 
proposed an exhibition of medieval art to the board of trustees of the diocesan 
museum. At the same time, Schnütgen was privately making his own collection 
as well as serving on many local and regional art and monument committees 
and was the 1902 chairman of the Kunsthistorische Kunstausstellung in Düs-
seldorf, where he contributed 546 of his own pieces. Exhibited in his home in 
dense displays according to material and function, Schnütgen’s collection focused 
upon ecclesiastical objects, many separated from their original context during 
the Napoleonic invasions and thus associated with a form of German nationalism.11 
In  1906 Schnütgen donated his collection to the city on the condition it be 
housed in a separate museum. In 1910 a neo‐medieval annex was built on to the 



942 	 Ja n e t  T. M a r qua r d t

Kunstgewerbemuseum (Arts and Crafts Museum) for the Schnütgen collection but 
in 1931 an exchange was made between Cologne museums, thus acquiring for the 
Schnütgen some of its most important works, including the ninth‐century ivory 
Comb of St. Heribert. The next year, the newly independent Schnütgen Museum 
moved across the Rhine River to Deutz and into the former monastery of Saint 
Heribert where the works stayed until 1939, when they were hidden for safekeep-
ing across Germany. In Deutz, Schnütgen’s compact presentation was changed 
to emphasis on lone objects in a spare setting, arranged by medium within a 
linear chronology. Unlike the earlier grouping as historical liturgical tools, the art 
took on spiritual‐aesthetic power. Neo‐medieval works were jettisoned and more 
originals were added. It was during this decade that the director, Franz Witte 
(1876–1937), drew cultural parallels between medieval art and National Socialist 
ideals of Christian anti‐modernism.

Saint Heribert was destroyed in 1945, so an architectural reconstruction of 
the Romanesque Cäcilienkirche was undertaken between 1950 and 1956 to 
house the museum in the city center, lending a contextual aura to the viewing 
experience. Part of a double‐church complex with the parish church of St. Peter, 
St. Cecelia’s tympanum is now on exhibit in the museum. Reopened in 2010 
after renovation, the Schnütgen has been physically connected to the Rauten-
strauch‐Joest‐Museum, part of the Neumarkt cultural district. The collection is 
primarily medieval, one of the most significant in the world, but incorporates 
works up to the nineteenth century.

Kunstgewerbemuseum (The Museum of Decorative Arts), Berlin

The recently renovated Kunstgewerbemuseum in the Kulturforum, Berlin, houses 
significant medieval artworks, including 44 pieces of the famous Guelph Treasure 
or Welfenschatz. From western workshops as well as Byzantine sources, the earliest 
objects date from the eleventh and twelfth centuries.12 They were commissioned 
by members of the Guelph (Welf) and Brunon families, beginning with Henry the 
Lion (1129–1195) and passing through his descendants Emperor Otto IV and 
Otto I (Duke of Brunswick‐Lüneburg). Along with later works from the Gothic 
period through the fifteenth century, the collection was kept at Brunswick Cathe-
dral (Brauschweig) treasury until the Duke of Brunswick‐Lüneburg at Hanover 
took it for his court chapel in 1671. It consists of assorted forms of reliquaries in 
metals, enamels, and ivory; portable altars; various small caskets; a standing cross; 
and other liturgical items.

In 1929, 82 items were sold by the duke to art dealers: an example of the 
economic straits many Europeans faced during the upheavals of the long nineteenth 
century that forced the sale of aristocratic heirlooms. During the 1930–1931 
tour of the United States, a large number were acquired by important municipal 
museums (see entries for New York, Cleveland, and Chicago below). Most of the 
remaining objects were purchased for the Prussian State by Hermann Göring and 
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became the subject of a 2015 restitution lawsuit in the United States by heirs of 
the family after the Limbach Commission ruled against them in Germany.13 Some 
of the most elaborate early pieces from the Treasure, among them the so‐called 
Dome or Cupola Reliquary from Cologne, the Eilbertus portable altar, and the 
eponymous standing cross, all twelfth century, remain in Berlin.

Belvedere Palace Museum, Vienna

Highlighted in the permanent exhibition at the Upper Belvedere in Vienna are 
Late Gothic sculpture and panel painting that survey the most significant artistic 
developments of the International Gothic style from c.1400 to the early sixteenth 
century. The remaining works of the museum’s important late medieval collec-
tion are on display in the Medieval Treasury study collection, installed in 2007 in 
the Palace Stables at the Lower Belvedere.

Spain

Museu Nacional d’Art de Catalunya, Barcelona

In Spain, the cultural character of the nation‐state and that of the regional 
“nation” are separate and part of a policy of regional identity and governmental 
decentralization initiated after the death of its modern dictator, Francisco Franco 
(1892–1975), when democracy under an elected government was installed. Cata-
lonia’s extensive medieval art collection is held in the Museu Nacional d’Art de 
Catalunya (MNAC) in Barcelona, the regional capital. Although this is a museum 
for art from all periods of Catalan history, until the ground floor was transformed 
in 2014 to accommodate 1300 works from c.1850–1950,14 the museum was 
primarily identified as the repository of the visually distinctive Catalan medieval 
art, particularly the Romanesque frescoes that were removed from the walls of 
Eastern Pyrenean churches in the period 1919–1923.

The MNAC belongs to the material history of Catalan identity recovered dur-
ing the late nineteenth‐century Catalan Renaixença (Renaissance) and continued 
in the twentieth century before Franco’s death as a policy to create a powerful 
regional heritage garnering resistance to his repressive creation of a pure “Span-
ishness” centered in Madrid. Recognizable as a powerful style, different from 
much other European art, Romanesque monumental architecture and painting 
flourished in the area during the rule of the first powerful Catalonian counts. For 
those trying to shape a regional identity, this period marked the beginning of 
Catalonia’s political unification.

The museum opened as a provincial antiquities museum in 1880 but by 1915 
had grown to include the Municipal Museum of Fine Arts, housed in a building  
built during the 1888 Universal Exposition held in Barcelona, the Palace of the 
Cuitadella. In 1907, Catalonia created the Junta de Museus (Board of Museums) 
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and Josep Puig I Cadafalch (1857–1956) led the Missió a la Ratlla d’Arago, 
identifying Eastern Pyrenean churches filled with Romanesque fresco painting as 
valuable Catalan lieux de mémore. Discovered and photographed first in 1904, a 
program was undertaken to paint copies of the murals and publish them. Beginning 
in 1907 and continuing through 1921, Josep Pijoan published detailed color 
reproductions based upon the paintings of artists Joan Vallhonrat, Rafael Padilla, 
and Alexandre Planella.15

However, during the years 1919–1923, after the sale of the apse fresco from 
Santa Maria de Mur to the Boston Museum of Fine Arts, concerns arose about 
Catalan medieval art going abroad, thus dispersing the region’s heritage. The 
Junta de Museus formed a team of curators and Italian technicians, led by Jo-
sep Guidiol and Emili Gandia, to remove the frescoes from the church walls 
for conservation in the Museu d’Art i Arqueologia in the capital. In 1934, the 
museum was renamed the Museu d’Art de Catalunya in the new Palau Nacional 
on the Montjuic Hill park. The collection of Lluís Plandiura was added with over 
1800 works of art, including some of the frescoes that he had purchased before 
churches were named Historical and Artistic Monuments, as well as other private 
collections during the Civil War.

Joan Ainaud de Lasarte directed the Catalan art museums from 1948 
to 1985. He coordinated an ambitious presentation of Catalonian culture 
with the international exhibition “Romanesque Art” that opened in 1961 
in Barcelona and Santiago de Compostela. Under the auspices of the Council 
of Europe, this was an effort to employ art in the reconciliation of European 
nations so recently in conflict. In 2004, the new Museu Nacional d’Art de 
Catalunya reopened after extensive renovations that reunified early arts with 
those of the Museu d’Art Modern, the Numismatics Cabinet, the Cabinet of 
Drawing and Prints, and the History of Art Library. The collection has served 
as a model for regional diocesan museums, such as those at Vic, Girona, Solsona, 
and la Seu d’Urgell, where local medieval materials, long conserved, are now 
arranged in the manner of the national museum.16 In the MNAC today, medi-
eval displays set together frescoes and related objects, such as altars, crucifixes, 
or sculptural decoration from the same building, along with galleries of later 
art. The restored frescoes are mounted on wooden purpose‐built apse‐ and 
vault‐shaped structures inside the MNAC (fig. 38-2). This type of presenta-
tion had only previously been seen in Paris at the later Musée des monuments 
français. A redesign of the installation in 1995 by Gae Aulenti (1927–2012) 
revealed these apse structures in their entirety as important museum objects 
themselves. Catalonia is unique in removing nearly all its medieval frescoes 
into a museum. In contrast, Denmark left wall paintings in situ at around 600 
churches across the country after removing the whitewash with which they were 
covered during the Reformation.



Figure 38-2 left: View inside the Museu Nacional d’Art de Catalunya, Barcelona. Source: reproduced by permission of Museu Nacional 
d’Art de Catalunya. Figure 38-2 right: View inside the Museu Nacional d’Art de Catalunya, Barcelona. Source: reproduced by permission of 
Museu Nacional d’Art de Catalunya. 
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Medieval Art Collections in the United States

In the United States, original art was initially the purview of private art collec-
tors, who focused on the compilation of European‐style collections.17 The first 
municipal museums, opened after the Civil War, primarily exhibited painted 
reproductions and plaster casts of masterpieces selected to educate the public 
viewer and to provide a broad collection of ‘great’ works within limited budgets.18 
Few medieval works were included.

During the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, huge fortunes that had 
been made in America allowed dealers to successfully peddle the precious objects 
of European aristocracy, ecclesiastics, and palaces that had come on to the open 
market. For American collectors, the art meant a connection with the Old World, 
with national heritages that were claimed through family bloodlines, and with a 
sophistication and culture seen to be lacking on the North American continent.19 
Eventually, private collections were bequeathed to fill or found public museums 
where some of the greatest pieces of medieval art can now be found.

Early appreciation for the Middle Ages in the United States followed the 
English medieval revival in the late eighteenth century of neo‐Gothic architecture 
and medieval artifact collections. Everyone from Queen Victoria to American 
church architects curried a fashion for medieval reproductions. Only a handful of 
Americans became interested in original medieval art and purchased it for their 
personal collections. In 1909, the United States government passed the Payne 
Bill, which repealed a 20% tax on art importation. In 1913, France passed a law 
restricting the export of artworks. It is between these two dates that American 
collectors were the most active in the medieval art market. The mere scope of 
all the medieval art that passed from Europe to America can be judged by the 
series of publications sponsored under the aegis of the International Center of 
Medieval Art concerning the sculpture now held in the United States.20 At a 
time when reproductions and casts were being acquired by American museums 
in large quantities, private collectors helped create a demand for original objects 
that would completely change public expectations. Eventually, major American 
museums would compete with European institutions to purchase important works 
of art, helping raise market values.21 As donor’s personal memorials lost ground 
to art‐historical layouts, museums became a tool to enlighten and improve the 
American citizen, organized geographically and chronologically, highlighting 
human cultural achievements. Nevertheless, American fascination with the lavish 
past of European aristocracy has maintained lively interest in period rooms that 
“actively recycle social identities of the past for the benefit of the living.”22

Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum and Museum of Fine Arts, Boston

Professor Charles Eliot Norton (1827–1908) at Harvard (the first chair in art 
history in the United States), influenced by his friend John Ruskin, cultivated the 
first serious, lasting interest in medieval art, which led to an early concentration of 
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examples in the Boston area. Neo‐medieval architecture went beyond the popular 
Gothic of practitioners like Ralph Adams Cram (1863–1942) to include the 
Romanesque style employed by H.H. Richardson (1838–1886).

It was Isabella Stewart Gardner (1840–1924), who acquired the first exten-
sive collection of medieval art in America (along with important works from other 
periods, especially European paintings), beginning to purchase from European 
dealers during the 1890s and opening her home, Fenway Court, to public view in 
1903. She received advice from art historians like Norton and Bernard Berenson, 
both of whom were especially interested in Italy, and incorporated designs and 
salvaged architectural sculpture from Venice and Florence into her house‐museum. 
This was a divergence from most revival construction up to the time, since she used 
genuine historical material rather than only newly reproduced architectural elements.

During the 1940s, Georg and Hans Swarzenski built up the Museum of Fine 
Arts collection that had begun with private donations and a few select purchases, 
including the Catalan Romanesque apse fresco from Santa Maria de Mur.23 
Georg’s introductory blockbuster exhibition in 1940, “Arts of the Middle Ages 
100–1400,” drew loans from municipal and university museums, private collec-
tors, and a large number of dealers, whose works were available for purchase.24 
Consisting only of works held in the United States, the resulting assemblage 
clearly demonstrated how American tastes had warmed to original medieval art 
during the proceeding century.

Harvard University Art Museums, Cambridge

The Fogg Art Museum at Harvard acquired a head from the west portal of Saint‐
Denis and cloister capitals from the French abbeys of Moutiers‐Saint‐Jean and 
Saint‐Pons‐de‐Thomière during the same time (1918–1922) that Barnard was 
gathering his second collection of art works.25 Among other purchases, these 
helped shifted the museum’s focus from casts and photographs of mostly classical 
art for student enrichment to the acquisition of significant original pieces. Without 
university funding, the collection grew through donations and solicitations from 
the Fogg’s directors: the collector Edward Forbes and the humanist/banker Paul 
Sachs.26 In 1921, Arthur Kingsley Porter joined the Fine Arts faculty; his research 
and advice would guide medieval art purchases. A second building that housed 
the Fine Arts Department with the museum on the model of a laboratory opened 
in 1927. A significant expansion of this Fogg opened in 2014, designed by Renzo 
Piano, incorporating the holdings of all three Harvard art museums: the Fogg, 
the Busch‐Reisinger (Germanic arts), and the Sackler (ancient Mediterranean, 
Islamic, East Asian, and Indian arts).

Walters Art Museum, Baltimore

One of the first collectors to follow Gardner’s lead was Henry Walters (1848–1931), 
who began with his father’s collection in their home, first opened in 1874, but 
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expanded in 1909 with a new gallery for the benefit of Baltimore residents. Henry 
added his own rare books and manuscripts, then quickly branched out when 
he acquired the Massarenti collection (Palazzo Accoramboni, Rome) in 1902. 
Walters was interested in a wide variety of arts: Classical, medieval, Renaissance, 
and nineteenth‐century European, as well as Egyptian, ancient Near Eastern, and 
Islamic art. He was guided by dealers, especially the Europeans: Henri Daguerre, 
Dikran Kelekian, and the Seligmanns.27 The Walters has an especially strong 
concentration in medieval enamels, ivories, and manuscripts.

The Cloisters and Metropolitan Museum, New York City

The only museum wholly dedicated to medieval art and the best‐known collection 
in the United States is due to an American who was not wealthy, but an artist with 
a skill at finding authentic material and selling it to his compatriots.28 George Grey 
Barnard (1863–1938) was a sculptor trained at the Art Institute of Chicago who 
got into debt on a commission in Paris in 1906 and turned for income to the acqui-
sition and resale of medieval sculpture and architectural elements, including entire 
cloister ensembles from the south of France that he pieced together from across 
the countryside where portions had been dispersed and reused for other purposes.

The most extensive finds that Barnard compiled, the cloisters of Saint‐
Michel‐de‐Cuxa, Saint‐Guilhelm‐le‐Désert, Trie‐en‐Bigorre, and Bonnefont‐en‐
Comminges, he was unable to sell. Undeterred, he exhibited these and nearly 
600 other works in the Washington Heights neighborhood of New York City 
in a brick building shaped like a church with an apse, upper galleries and garden 
formed from the stone remains of abbeys, and a pastiche of unrelated medieval 
objects installed in a manner reminiscent of Lenoir’s eighteenth‐century Musée 
des Monuments français in Paris.29 Barnard named his new museum The Clois-
ters. It opened in December 1914 and treated visitors to a full Romantic neo‐
medieval experience with candles, chant, incense, and guides in monastic robes. 
The photographs from this period echo the most evocative preserved conditions 
in parts of Isabella Stewart Gardner’s museum in Boston, which had opened only 
a few years earlier in 1903. His emphasis on Romanesque sculpture helped foster 
interest in this style among other American collectors and curators, while the 
reverent atmosphere created for formerly sacred works enhanced those same 
inclinations toward museums of art.

John D. Rockefeller Jr. (1874–1960), also a collector of medieval art, made 
it possible in 1925 for the Metropolitan Museum of Art to purchase Barnard’s 
museum. Rockefeller envisaged the need for a larger location to house the Clois-
ters’ collection – that he would help grow – and to that end, donated the Billings 
estate at the northern tip of Manhattan, along with acres of land, to New York City 
in 1930. He commissioned landscape architects to create Fort Tryon Park and, in 
1931, the architect Charles Collens (1873–1956) to research and design a special 
neo‐medieval building for The Cloisters. Collens worked with director and curator 
Joseph Breck (1885–1933) to reference numerous buildings in France – as well 
as Rockefeller’s original idea for the exterior appearance of an English castle – and 
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display the works according to their Romanesque and Gothic context.30 Such an 
evocative historical recreation was wholly endorsed by contemporary art histo-
rians.31 Authentic materials were found in Catalonia and around New York; stone-
masons were drawn from afar, even Europe. The reconstructed cloister from Cuxa 
(approximately half its original size), with its monastic garden, forms the center 
with chapels, chapter house, and exhibition halls around it, followed by the other 
cloisters.32 This new wing of the Met opened in May 1938 (fig. 38-3).

Since most of the major objects in Barnard’s collection, and many that Rocke-
feller purchased and donated, came from France, French criticism of this American 
presentation was initially quite harsh and France passed ever more stringent laws 
against the exportation of historical works.33 However, Barnard was convincing 
in his claim to have saved the sites he reassembled from oblivion for a new appre-
ciation and he was awarded the French Legion d’honneur in 1928. He amassed 
a second collection of medieval and Renaissance art, including the cloister from 
Saint‐Genis‐des‐Fontaines, which joined other pieces displayed at the Philadelphia 
Museum of Art in 1931.34 The presentation mirrored that of The Cloisters, inte-
grating substantial architectural elements into the larger museum building.

Figure 38-3  Photograph from 1938 showing a view of the reconstructed Trie cloister 
at The Cloisters Museum, New York City. Reproduced with permission from the 
Metropolitan Museum, New York City.
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Under Breck’s successor, James Rorimer (1905–1966), many neo‐Gothic parts 
of the structure were replaced with authentic antiques and more works were 
acquired for the museum including Rockefeller’s prized Unicorn Tapestries and 
the controversial ivory cross from Bury St. Edmund’s.35 Other works draw visi-
tors: the Merode Altarpiece, the Belles Heures of Jean de Berry and the Jeanne 
d’Evreux Book of Hours, the ivory mirror case with the Castle of Love battle 
scene, luxurious liturgical objects, and prime examples of stained glass.

Besides the distant Cloisters annex, the Metropolitan Museum, in its main 
location on Fifth Avenue, holds another important collection of medieval art 
originally housed in the Wing of Decorative Arts that opened in 1910 – even 
before Barnard’s Cloisters – mostly due to the influential founding member John 
Pierpont Morgan’s extensive collection that he moved from London.36 Morgan 
(1837–1913) acquired his works in wide travels across Europe and working closely 
with the Paris dealer, Jacques Seligmann. He was as much interested in the minor 
arts and in pre‐Gothic periods as the more current popular styles, thus accessing 
a broader market and eventually influencing public appreciation. Two‐and‐a‐half 
miles away, the Pierpont Morgan Library, Morgan’s personal library made public 
in 1924, has one of the world’s most important collections of medieval manu-
scripts, including the famous Lindau Gospels.

Museum of Art, Cleveland

The curator of the Cleveland Museum of Art, William Milliken (1889–1978), 
had worked as an assistant curator of Decorative Arts at the Met while J.P. 
Morgan’s objects for the Loan Show of 1914–1916 were there. After World 
War I, he began to acquire medieval art for Cleveland, in particular high‐
quality minor arts, in partnership with museum president J.H. Wade who 
provided the funds. In 1930, dealers put the Guelph Treasure of 85 objects 
up for sale. Milliken was traveling in Germany at the time and was able to 
make the first purchase of six pieces.37 In 1931 the Guelph Treasure toured 
the United States, garnering enormous attention for medieval art, and Milliken 
purchased more during its stop in Cleveland. In the end, Cleveland acquired 
nine major pieces, nearly emptying one of the museum trust funds.38 Milliken 
was soon after made director and put Cleveland on the map of first‐class 
municipal museums.

Art Institute of Chicago

The museum at the Art Institute of Chicago began as an educational arm of the 
Chicago Academy of Fine Arts from 1879. The medieval collection grew through 
the donations and volunteer amateur curatorial services of members, mostly 
women, from prominent local families. Among these important collectors and 
donors were Martin and Carrie Ryerson, Mary Mitchell Blair, and Kate S. Buck-
ingham. The latter was instrumental in bringing the Guelph Treasure exhibition to 
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Chicago in 1931 and also purchasing, along with Marion McCormick and others, 
eight pieces from it for the Art Institute.

Glencairn Museum, Bryn Athyn

Outside Pittsburgh, a private collection remains intact at Glencairn Museum, 
the neo‐Romanesque exhibition house of Raymond Pitcairn (1885–1966) and 
Mildred Glenn (1886–1979) in Bryn Athyn, next to the neo‐Gothic cathedral 
they sponsored, designed by Ralph Adams Cram. The house (1928–1939) inte-
grates original medieval stained glass and sculpture, primarily French and all 
drawn from the period 1100–1300, which initially interested Raymond Pitcairn 
as part of the design process for the cathedral construction. Pitcairn worked with 
dealers in Europe and he bought pieces from Barnard, Georges Demotte, and 
Joseph Brummer. He also acquired books, engravings, casts, and sketches (many 
from important nineteenth‐century restorations, such as the glass at Saint‐Denis 
and the Sainte‐Chapelle) that would support the design workshops for the cathe-
dral. The site is now a museum maintained by the Academy of the New Church, 
to which the house was donated in 1980 and where the world religious artifacts 
of the Academy museum were combined with Pitcairn’s own collection.

Other Americans may have turned their homes into museums to take advantage 
of lower customs fees, such as John Hays Hammond, whose collection of ancient, 
medieval, and Renaissance art is now open to the public in his neo‐medieval home, 
Hammond Castle, built in Gloucester, Massachusetts 1926–1929.39 Hays did not 
always carefully distinguish between originals and reproductions, while William 
Randolph Hearst bought so prolifically, he did not even see many of the objects. 
His purchases include major portions of the Abbey of Óvila, which was never 
transferred to his home at Hearst Castle and is now scattered in pieces around 
California. Parts of Hearst’s collection were auctioned after 1937; some medieval 
pieces can now be found back in Europe, such as in the Burrell Collection.

Nasher Museum of Art, Duke University, Durham

In 1966, Ella Baché Brummer gave Duke University a collection of Antique and 
medieval art works remaining in the collections of the late Joseph (1883–1947) 
and Ernest (1891–1964) Brummer to serve as a study collection for art history. 
This stellar acquisition prompted Duke to remodel their university museum. The 
Brummers were important art dealers after World War I, with galleries in Paris 
and New York. Nearly every American collection of medieval art has at least one 
piece acquired from them; the Met alone purchased over 400 between 1920 and 
1940.40 Study of Duke’s Brummer Collection has proven valuable in particular 
when unidentified works belonging to other institutions were linked, such as a 
group of Romanesque stone figures that has been shown to include four apostles 
at Duke, a Saint Peter at Smith College, two apostles at Rhode Island School of 
Design (RISD), and an angel and another apostle at the University of Rochester.41
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The Modern Medieval Museum
Michelle P. Brown

What is a museum? It is a place where materials are collected, curated, classified, 
conserved, and preserved. I am writing about the modern medieval museum from 
the perspective of a former curator of illuminated manuscripts/outreach officer 
and latterly digital curator working within a large national library (the British 
Library) – an international repository of global memory and identity – and as an 
emerita professor of medieval manuscript studies, who is still actively working in 
the field and who has curated a number of exhibitions. This may not seem the 
obvious vantage‐point from which to survey the scene, but in fact it is. Illuminated 
medieval manuscripts are in themselves the largest repositories of medieval art. 
A single book, such as the Sherborne Missal (British Library, Add. MS 74236) 
made for Sherborne Abbey (Dorset) at the beginning of the fifteenth century, 
could fill an art gallery in its own right if its 694 pages were disbound and viewed 
as panel paintings. Such a mode of viewing would, however, emphasize the artistic 
merit at the expense of an understanding of the book as artifact and as a portal to 
the past – a complex meeting‐ground for the various aspects of human currency in 
ideas, literature, faith, science, technology, craftsmanship, patronage, economics, 
and other facets of social contact and contract.

Such manuscripts are also at the forefront of developments in interpretative 
access and electronic articulation. For the medievals perfected the arts of manip-
ulating and signaling the principles of hypertext and intertextuality long before 
our electronic age. The complex interrelationships between word, sound, and 
image lie at the core of their modes of communication, record, and self‐image.1 
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Not surprisingly, manuscripts such as the unique copy of the Anglo‐Saxon epic 
poem Beowulf,2 the Archimedes Palimpsest,3 the Book of Kells,4 the Utrecht 
Psalter,5 and the St. Alban’s Psalter6 have become the vehicles by which the frontiers 
of humanities computing and digital imaging are being advanced.

The challenges of accessing, ordering, and preserving information, verbal and 
visual, underpinned the creation of the very first museum – the Cage of the Muses, 
the great library of Alexandria. Its founder during the 280s bce, the Hellenic 
ruler of Egypt Ptolemy I (assisted by Demetrius of Athens), introduced the age‐
old adage “knowledge is power” when he recognized that in order not only to 
effectively conquer but also to rule other peoples, it was necessary to under-
stand them. As Luciano Canfora has outlined in his discussion of the Alexandrian 
Museum, the key to this lay in acquiring access to their group knowledge and 
identity in the form of their written and artistic record.7 Thus the Hebrew Bible 
was translated by a team of scholar‐scribes into a Greek copy for the library – the 
Septuagint – and some 400 000 papyrus scrolls (this figure does not represent 
individual works, most of which each filled a number of scrolls) were assembled 
from around the known world to form the first “universal” library, building upon 
the model of other ancient repositories, such as the library at Ninevah. The first 
classification systems were devised by the Alexandrian library’s custodians, notably 
Eratosthenes and Callimachus, to bring order to this otherwise unfathomable 
pool of knowledge: the method they originated being a subject‐based division.8 
In this ordering lay the origins of the epistemic systematization advocated by Fou-
cault which continues to inform much of the compartmentalized organization 
and teaching of academic disciplines and the study of human culture.

It is therefore ironic, if explicable, that as a result of the extension of such 
principles of rationalization most of the world’s great collections of medieval 
manuscripts now reside not in museums, but in libraries. This raises a potential 
dilemma for professional library managers. They do not run museums per se, 
but are part of a vibrant international information community and are faced 
with the challenges of selection and preservation of our written and audio‐
visual recorded knowledge, which escalates giddily in its annual volume, and of 
balancing the requirements of local and remote users with a wide range of back-
grounds and needs: schools and teachers, lifelong learners, higher educational 
institutions and their faculties and students, professional bodies, media, and the 
business community. A heritage front‐end can, and often should, be an integral 
part of such information edifices, acknowledging that there is no statute of lim-
itations on history and that every item is a brick in the ever‐growing wall of 
human knowledge and achievement and that books containing art are, nonethe-
less, books. Maximizing the impact of a heritage component of such collections, 
by exposing and interpreting them through exhibitions, educational outreach, 
publication, and the web to heighten public and governmental awareness and to 
enrich lives, can make them an effective showcase for the work and aims of the 
institution as a whole. However, the very range of opportunities available to us 
today is thrown into stark relief against the pragmatic, logistical, and financial 
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restraints imposed by competition for limited resources. Faced with more material 
and more potential than ever, we are also faced with the responsibility of more 
choice and decision‐making. Theoretically, the great library of Alexandria, tragi-
cally consumed by fire, the perennial enemy of libraries (we still construct firewalls 
to protect our virtual archives), could today be reconstructed and extended on 
the internet to form an integrated, searchable global museum in which written 
and recorded knowledge and art and artifacts could be combined and suspended 
within a perpetual state of virtual preservation.

In fact, this is at best a long way off. The funding needed to prepare or 
convert records into a unified electronic standard and to digitize the materials 
themselves would be prohibitive, even if international cross‐disciplinary standards 
were agreed upon. The long‐term costs of maintaining and supplementing such 
a global site would also be crippling, as would the serious issues of electronic 
preservation which, at present, would require the construction of a “dark cave” 
of mythical propensities to allow electronic data to be perpetually preserved, 
refreshed, and accessed by new hardware in order to give it more than a 10‐year 
archival shelf‐life. Add to that the amount of international diplomacy which would 
be required in order to overcome issues of collaboration, ownership, rights, and 
compensation for any lost revenue generation (which, have no doubt, is necessary 
to help such institutions maintain their roles and invest in their futures) and we 
see that we are faced with a vision which may be as innovative as that of Ptolemy II 
but is equally doomed to be a victim of human conflict, divergent aspirations, and 
limited resource.

If a global museum is still but a dream, there are, nonetheless, optimistic and 
inspiring moves toward making as much material freely available on the web as 
possible. What does it matter if one has to access several sites and watch them 
grow and develop over the years, in response to changes in scholarship, technol-
ogy, and public need, rather than getting a one‐stop‐shop uni‐cultural overview? 
The diversity may in fact ensure continued response to challenge and debate. 
Posing the question is often as important as obtaining the answer.

Crowd‐sourcing is also becoming a game‐changer. The Walters in Baltimore 
adopted an innovative approach, a few years ago, of “publishing” an image per 
day on Flickr from its Islamic manuscripts collection. It was logistically possible 
to capture and make available digital images of this part of the collections but 
without the specialist resource to accompany the images with catalog descrip-
tions. This public issue of images grew into a crowd‐generated catalog. Despite 
professional qualms regarding the quality of information generated, without 
peer review or curatorial editing, it soon became apparent that the crowd was 
self‐policing and that any unverified information was rapidly challenged by fellow 
scholars and enthusiasts.

Exhibitions and digital catalogs (such as the British Library’s Digital Catalogue 
of Illuminated Manuscripts) are also now often accompanied by online exhibi-
tions, whilst websites mounted by members of the academic community or the 
wider public, and electronic pinboards such as Pinterest, enable the public to 
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curate their own electronic exhibitions. Simultaneously, some museums, such as 
the Petrie Museum of Egyptology in University College London – which is ultra‐
conservative in its nineteenth‐century style of display, reflecting the period of 
its establishment – are adopting new electronic techniques to enhance the expe-
rience of exhibits and the level of information accompanying them. In this case, 3D 
modeling can enable visitors to see inside mummified remains, to explore the inside 
of mummy masks and ancient Egyptian foot‐warmers. It has also been exploring 
the use of phone‐scanned Qcodes to supplement label information with access to 
online catalogs and other learning resources. All of these trends are conspiring to 
further democratize public access to rare and otherwise somewhat recherché mate-
rials and to enthuse people by born‐digital means concerning the thrill of explor-
ing earlier stages of socio‐historical human development via material culture.

So much for the future, what of the past? How did the knowledge, art, and 
artifacts of the Middle Ages feature in the development of museums and libraries? 
Some of the greatest collections of such materials were assembled during the 
medieval period itself. The seventh‐century Anglo‐Saxon nobleman‐turned 
monastic founder, Benedict Biscop, traveled to Rome and Gaul no fewer than 
five times during his adult life and on each trip brought back to his founda-
tions of Monkwearmouth and Jarrow in Northumbria paintings, relics, icons, 
and books to adorn their churches (built more romanum in stone by masons and 
glaziers from Gaul). In so doing he also founded one of the best libraries of the 
early Middle Ages, which allowed Bede, who entered the twin foundation as a 
boy of seven, to become one of the foremost scholars of his day and an interna-
tionally best‐selling author throughout the Middle Ages. At Durham Cathedral, 
with St. Cuthbert and Bede’s shrines at its core, the magnificent monastic library 
and its lapidarium and treasury are being integrated into a new visitor/research 
experience, in collaboration with Durham University and its library. Likewise, 
the collection of ancient Roman and early medieval artifacts assembled by Abbot 
Suger of St.‐Denis formed an invaluable stimulus to the French contribution to 
Romanesque and early Gothic art. For the churches of medieval Europe and of 
Byzantium and the Near East were the museums of their day: places where books, 
art, and other artifacts were assembled, studied, and gave rise in their turn to the 
creation of new works and styles. In this respect they were the descendants of the 
ancient temple libraries, such as the ancient Egyptian Ramesseum. Their buildings 
and the works that adorned them, some of which have remained in situ, continue 
to serve a “museum” and heritage function alongside their prime concern – the 
celebration of a living faith tradition. Cathedral treasuries such as those at 
Cologne, Trier, Reims, Siena, Florence, Pisa, and Durham display their remaining 
portable artifacts to the public and some have customized display facilities such as 
that built to display the famous Mappa Mundi at Hereford Cathedral or museum 
conversions of existing buildings such as that adjacent to the palatine chapel of 
Aachen and in the Catharijneconvent in Utrecht.

The dismantling or reformation of ecclesiastical structures, such as occurred 
during the 1530s in England with the Dissolution of the Monasteries, or in late 
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eighteenth‐century France as part of the Revolution, occasioned massive losses 
and redistribution of materials. The method of disposal had a major impact upon 
the composition and structure of later collections. In England we hear reports 
of “tailors and small boys” ravishing the remnants of great monastic libraries 
for waste vellum for pattern‐making and play, of the desecration of shrines and 
seizure of loot by Henry VIII’s commissioners (followed by further destruction 
a century later during the iconoclasm of the English Civil War), of the salvaging of 
venerated books, relics, and icons by Catholic recusants, and witness the attempts 
of collectors such as Archbishop Matthew Parker and the parliamentarian Sir 
Robert Cotton and their scouts to mop up and save whatever they could. 
In France the more organized coup led to many ecclesiastical treasures being 
gathered into the regional musées and biblothèques des departements and into the 
Bibliothèque nationale de France.

Private collections have always been a factor in the construction of museums. 
The libraries and lapidaria of Roman senators were replaced by the collections 
amassed by clerical and secular figures such as Benedict Biscop, Abbot Suger, 
the Duc de Berry, John, Duke of Bedford, and families such as the Medici and 
Gonzaga. They were not primarily antiquarians, but active patrons who collected 
works from their own and former times as part of a living agenda in which cultural 
property and consumption bolstered their own positions and/or those of the 
establishments they represented.

Growing recognition of the value of cultural heritage in public profile and 
marketing is also meaning that opportunities are being identified for corporate, 
as well as individual and state sponsorship of exhibitions and installations and 
even research projects (such as the archeological exploration and reconstruction 
projects at the National Museum of Scotland, funded by the whisky distillers 
Glenmorangie). Political and economic alliances can also be consolidated by such 
investments, with funding from states such as Saudi Arabia, Qatar (vid. British 
Library Qatar), and from Asian and Oriental companies, and becoming part of 
the mainstay of some Western nations’ cultural and higher educational life – and 
thereby impacting upon their economic, political, and even military allegiances in 
ways the public are often little aware of. Media exploitation of cultural heritage 
can have similar aims and results. Modern museums are big business.

Dissemination of knowledge, such as scripture, or of political ideology was 
also an implicit part of what motivated the retention or production of the works 
which we in turn seek to preserve in our collections for our own reasons, whether 
public or private. At the interface of both spheres stood not only the church but 
also the medieval heads of state: royalty. Charlemagne’s emphasis upon collecting 
and absorbing the content and signaling the stylistic and iconographic influence 
of Classical and early Christian texts and art was an integral part of his “imaging” 
of a transitory empire. Otto II’s interest in things Byzantine accompanied his  
dynastic union with the ancient eastern Roman Empire through his marriage to 
Theophanou, and signaled his own aspirations for revived Western imperialism. The 
early tenth‐century ruler of Anglo‐Saxon England, Athelstan, and his grandfather 
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Alfred the Great, likewise collected Carolingian works and patronized the 
development of local styles based in part upon such icons of imperialism, and 
upon other items culled from their indigenous past and that of their Celtic 
neighbors, as part of their agendas of spiritual reform and political reunification 
following Viking invasion and settlement. King Henry III of England looked 
to contemporary thirteenth‐century France and the patronage of his royal coun-
terpart, St. Louis (with his newly constructed reliquary of royalty, the Sainte‐
Chapelle) as one of his main referential sources of imagery, and even extended 
his collecting interests to natural history  –  counting an elephant amongst the 
denizens of his menagerie at the Tower of London, whilst in the later fifteenth 
century Edward IV turned to the Netherlands as the principal acquisition market 
for his manuscripts, some of which were bought “off‐the‐peg” and customized 
for him. The Hungarian monarch Matthias Corvinus signaled his identity as a 
Renaissance prince by incorporating humanist tomes into his impressive library 
and the French king François I included Leonardo in the international equipe 
assembled to adorn his court, whilst Bona Sforza, the focus of one of the leading 
Renaissance courts, surrounded herself with works by her fellow Italians. The 
palaces of Europe became evolving, living museums.

“Modern” Protestant rulers such as Henry VIII and Elizabeth I may have 
reacted against the medieval theocracy and its artifactual and intellectual legacy, 
but even in the new England it lingered on in the cathedrals and the vestiges 
of their libraries, behind the lime‐wash applied to the walls of parish churches, 
in private collections, and even in the earlier parts of the royal collection itself. 
An appreciation of the legacy of the Middle Ages was also nurtured amongst 
those intent upon studying the past in order to inform the Protestant present, 
such as Archbishop Parker and the biblical and linguistic scholars of his circle 
(such as Joscelyn and Nowell) and those who combined a sense of history with 
the nascent connoisseurship and acquisitiveness of the true collector, such as 
Sir Robert Cotton (who, with Parker, was responsible for saving much of what 
remains of Anglo‐Saxon culture owing to his interest in religion and in the origins 
of parliamentary democracy9) and Elias Ashmole. Cotton and Ashmole formed 
remarkable and celebrated versions of that seventeenth‐century phenomenon, the 
“Cabinet of Curiosities,” symbolizing the expanding horizons of geographical, 
natural, and intellectual knowledge during that trade‐oriented age. Cotton’s col-
lection focused mainly upon books/documents/maps, coins, and medals whilst 
Ashmole’s favored antiquities and objects. They both became the foundation‐
stones of leading museums: the British Museum in London and the Ashmolean 
Museum in Oxford, one a national facility and the other the core of a university 
collection. Cotton’s heirs bequeathed the collection to the nation, but the grateful 
nation, unwilling to invest, placed it in storage at Ashburnham House (adjacent 
to Westminster Abbey) until one fateful night in 1731 when fire destroyed part 
of this unique collection. This, and the bequest and preferential purchase of other 
collections (that belonging to Hans Sloane, the royal physician, and the Harley 
Collection assembled by the Earls of Oxford and the Royal Collection itself – all 
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incorporating significant numbers of medieval manuscripts), eventually led to the 
foundation of the British Museum in 1753.10 At its inception this was essentially 
a superb library with a cabinet of curiosities and some stuffed zoological speci-
mens. The latter migrated to South Kensington during the nineteenth century to 
found the Natural History Museum in Victoria and Albert’s South Kensington 
museum and arts quarter, whilst the “curiosities” were augmented by the “grand 
tour” collecting exploits of figures such as Lords Elgin and Hamilton and the 
orientalism of the Egypt Exploration Society. The British Museum Library also 
continued to grow apace, with the bequest or purchase of other major collec-
tions, such as the King’s Library assembled by George III, and the legal deposit 
of any new books published in the UK in accordance with the Copyright Act. 
The holdings of Western manuscripts continue to expand by bequest or purchase 
as part of the Additional manuscript sequence or through the Egerton purchase 
fund. It became apparent that the library was outgrowing the museum, and vice 
versa, and in 1973 the British Library was formed by Act of Parliament, compris-
ing the British Museum Library, the Science Reference Library, the Document 
Supply Centre, and various other official repositories. The medieval manuscripts 
remained within the library’s collections, along with the printed books, maps, and 
other written materials with which they had been assembled. Prints and Drawings 
and Antiquities remained at the British Museum.

The development of public collections elsewhere followed along similar lines, 
with medieval manuscripts forming part of libraries rather than museums. Some-
times, as at the Vatican, these two functions remain contiguous and are housed 
within the same architectural complex. Nonetheless, the nineteenth‐century 
passion for specialized function and its enduring legacy means that there are all too 
few places where one can see medieval painting in manuscripts on display to the 
public, let alone in a museum‐like context alongside works of the period in other 
media. With the exception of the custom‐built British Library, which opened in 
1998, few of the larger national, state, or university libraries contain permanent 
gallery space suitable for the exhibition of these materials. Their display has to 
be undertaken in accordance with stringent modern conservation guidelines on 
environmental conditions, with the requisite carefully monitored and controlled  
temperature, humidity, and lighting levels necessary to ensure that such fragile 
materials can safely be exhibited without unduly prejudicing their long‐term 
life expectancy. Any such exhibition policy also has to be balanced against other 
demands on the manuscripts from readers needing to access the originals in 
reading rooms, for photographic orders and the creation of surrogates, and from 
other venues internationally staging special exhibitions and requiring loans.

One thing that has to be remembered is that the conditions for display, access, 
handling, and conservation of materials in different media vary. One set of proce-
dures, of research expertise (whether academic or technical) or of contingency and 
treatment plans in the event of an emergency, cannot suffice for all materials. The 
environmental specifications for illuminated manuscripts, whose jewel‐like colors 
are held onto the page only by beaten egg‐white which clings to a moving surface 
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of prepared calf, sheep, or goatskin whose big ambition is to return to the curved 
shape of the animal in the field, are not the same as those applicable to a recently 
excavated object of water‐logged wood with metal attachments, for example. 
Restrictions on handling and loan to exhibitions accordingly prevail, mostly emi-
nently responsible, sometimes a tad draconian, whilst occasionally decisions seem to 
be made on primarily commercial or political grounds. Such is life.

The degree of specialism required to study and preserve such wide‐ranging 
materials is significant. This does not mean, however, that research need be 
restricted to any one medium. Acquiring the appropriate set of skills, such as pale-
ography and codicology as well as the linguistic and art historical skills necessary 
for the study of illuminated manuscripts, does not mean that a researcher 
competent in those areas should not acquire those necessary for other areas of 
study or, if appropriate, construct an informed historical overview or synthesis. 
To deny this would be to confine the researcher to mastering the scales without 
ever playing a symphony, let alone actually composing one. Conversely, not every 
good musician necessarily makes a good composer. What museums and libraries 
do, in the present context, is to provide access to the hypothetical notes and the 
instruments, namely the primary research materials, the evidential base.

Leaving the public arena to return to the private, the Grand Tour did much to 
foster an appreciation of the past amongst the cognoscenti of eighteenth‐century 
Europe, enriching the collections of many a country house and university college. 
The trend was continued and carried to new collecting heights by the wealthy 
American traveler (and, to a lesser extent, their Australasian counterparts) of the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries. The civic museums and galleries of many an 
American town boast collections assembled by local worthies during their visits 
to Europe or via the art and antiquities market which proliferated from this 
time. Such collections occasionally feature a few objects from the Middle Ages as 
part of a mini survey of art history: a Greek vase here, a Frankish buckle there, 
a Limoges enamel casket, an ivory mirror case, a German Gothic aquamanile, a 
quattrocento panel painting or two, a Dutch still‐life, some French Impressionist 
works – the shopping list is predictable, but has meant that a basic overview of 
Western art history has been made available to many aspiring students and that 
the essential human contact between ourselves and the peoples of the past has 
occurred through these portals, or rather chinks, in the fabric of time, and has 
fired the imagination and the thirst for knowledge.

Sometimes these collections have been world‐class; constructed under the 
guiding hand of an expert in the field. Pierpont Morgan’s interest in medieval 
and Renaissance manuscripts brought New York a remarkably fine collec-
tion, endowed with a fine building to match, which is again being remodeled to 
meet contemporary needs and opportunities. In Boston the steel heiress Isabella 
Stewart Gardner (1840–1924) sought the assistance of the notable art historian 
Bernard Berenson to construct her eclectic but aesthetically superior collection 
of medieval and Renaissance antiquities which she housed in a reconstructed 
Venetian palazzo. The public was admitted on select days, by limited ticket, during 



	 T h e  M o d e r n  M e d i e va l  M u s e u m 	 965

her lifetime and on her death it became a public institution which still delights 
visitors and whets the appetite to visit the actual sites where such wonders were  
made and used (and where even the flower arrangements are maintained in 
accordance with the late patron’s personal wishes). Displaying the materials 
within reconstructed or fictional fabricated room settings can undoubtedly assist 
in achieving this effect, as the Cloisters Museum ably demonstrates. This fabrica-
tion of a medieval monastery was built in the 1930s in Fort Tryon Park as an 
offshoot of the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York, principally to house 
the medieval collections of George Gray Barnard and John D. Rockerfeller.11 
Here rooms and whole cloisters from medieval France and Spain have been trans-
ported and reconstructed to form an incomparably informative and aesthetically 
satisfying display context. Sadly this could only be achieved at the cost of denuding 
the actual sites of their fabric as well as the artifacts which had already been 
dispersed in the face of the vicissitudes of history.

The most extreme example of this is perhaps Hearst Castle, where the collec-
tion assembled by the media tycoon Randolph Hearst was treated as an interior 
designer’s play‐box. The fixtures and fittings of many a medieval church and 
palace were adapted to fit their new mise‐en‐scène as a backdrop to Hurst’s lavish 
entertainments, illuminated by lamps adorned with shades formed of the leaves 
of medieval choirbooks. More successful, therefore, is the Musée des thermes et 
de l’hôtel de Cluny in Paris, where a wide range of medieval art, much of it from 
the Île de France itself, has been preserved and can be seen in an authentic, in situ 
late medieval building. The great royal palace of the Louvre itself has also become 
a sympathetic and absorbing showcase for part of the French national collections 
(as has the medieval castle housing the Musée nationale des antiquités nation-
ales at St. Germain‐en‐Laye), and in adapting this important historic building a 
major contribution to modern museum design has been made. The new galleries 
not only allow the medieval collections to be well displayed in chronological or 
media‐based themes, but also whole complexes to be reconstructed, such as the 
impressive early Christian Coptic church from Bawit, and the excavated founda-
tions of the original medieval fortress of the Louvre to be revealed and themselves 
become a massive exhibit.

In another Parisian arrondissement lies another admirable French contribution to 
the study of medieval culture, the Palais de Chaillot, where casts and museum‐quality 
replicas were painstakingly assembled of many of the monumental sculptures and 
frescoes of Europe, in which the Middle Ages figure large. This offered an unri-
valed opportunity of studying a wide range of material from disparate locations 
side by side, without divorcing the original monuments from their topographical 
contexts. A sense of place is an essential part of understanding and appreciating 
the historical and social context of such works and visiting a study collection can 
never compensate for its absence. Used in tandem, however, they offer an invalu-
able opportunity for gaining insight. The closure of the Palais de Chaillot cast 
display at the beginning of the new millennium was a sad loss. The Victoria and 
Albert Museum in London fortunately also has a fine cast court and in Scotland 
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the production of casts is proving a valuable component in the fight to conserve 
and preserve the outstanding corpus of Pictish sculptures produced during the 
first millennium ce. The effects of weathering and of pollution are escalating 
apace and concerns over the long‐term impact of interventionist conservation 
have engendered a variety of solutions: gathering the sculptures themselves into 
museums, whether the outstanding collections in the little site museums at Meigle 
and St. Vigeans (themselves important find spots for part of their assemblages) 
or the National Museums of Scotland in Edinburgh; leaving the sculpture in 
the field but frequently encasing it within a protective structure (1930s concrete 
sheds and postmodernist hi‐tech glass boxes both serve the function but equally 
restrict vision in frequent squalls of driving rain); or taking the sculpture into a 
nearby building, such as a church, and placing a cast in situ, thereby retaining 
a link to the landscape whilst preserving the original. Other important collec-
tions assembled by private individuals can be seen, for example, at the Schnüt-
gen Museum in Cologne, devoted to medieval ecclesiastical art and housed in a 
converted Romanesque church; the Rothschild Collection at Waddesdon Manor, 
built for Baron Ferdinand Rothschild in the late nineteenth century in the style of 
a French chateau (reusing architectural fittings from authentic French buildings) 
in England’s rural Buckinghamshire as a venue for entertaining and showcasing 
his collection; the custom‐built Gulbenkian Museum in Lisbon, Portugal; the 
Burrell Collection in Glasgow, with its award‐winning building incorporating a 
modern cloister for the display of stained glass; and the Malibu ranch house (con-
structed in the 1970s to resemble the Roman Villa de Papiri, suitably adapted to 
natural disaster‐proof display standards which would have been the envy of the 
original inhabitants of Herculaneum and Pompeii), which contained the collec-
tion of the oil tycoon J. Paul Getty (1892–1976) and, stemming from these roots, 
the major new complex housing the J. Paul Getty Center in Los Angeles.

The V&A was established to promote and serve as a reference tool for good 
design during the height of Victorian industrialism, colonial expansionism and 
inter‐culturalism, and arts and crafts revivalism. The result was a heady mix of 
some fine and predominantly decorative arts, with a strong focus on interna-
tionalism and on medieval and Renaissance historicism and aesthetics, reflecting 
both imperial and socialist politics and the high‐church aesthetics of the Oxford 
movement and of Catholic emancipation. Its recent refurbishments likewise 
reflect current and historical concerns and reference points. The silver and glass 
gallery and the medieval gallery, with its integrated mix of media and its elegant 
staging are at the height of contemporary museology (although light on IT) – as 
is the glitzy shop – but wander into the wonderful cast court or the textile 
reference gallery and you are back in Victoria and Albert’s museum. Ancient and 
modern elide seamlessly.

These are good examples of how state and public benefaction on the part of 
collectors has led to the endowment of important museums and has enabled the 
preservation, intact, of collections which have much to tell us not only concerning 
the objects they contain but of the history of collecting itself and of the historical 
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period in which they were amassed. They have become the latter‐day pyramids 
to personal achievement that they were intended to be, but in so doing serve to 
celebrate much wider human achievement.

The nineteenth and twentieth centuries, and the warfare, imperialism, social 
upheavals, philanthropy, and market forces which characterized them, led to the 
redistribution of significant slices of the world’s cultural property. Many private 
and public collections were established or expanded as a result of this. Some of 
these have been broken and circulate periodically through the auction houses, 
whose scouts are ever vigilant for opportunities to stimulate trade, or occasionally 
appear on the market in their entirety. A sad aspect of the trade is that, even in 
this age when the integrity of the artifact in all its aspects is increasingly appreci-
ated, medieval manuscripts are frequently broken up to enable their miniatures 
to be sold separately and the reputations of the various (and mostly anonymous) 
craftspeople who worked on them talked up to the status of “masters” in order to 
obtain higher market prices for them as “artworks.” This can be tantamount to 
robbing the Sutton Hoo burial mound of its helmet and high‐status metalwork, 
or Tutankhamun’s tomb of its key treasures, without seeking to learn anything 
from the sites as a whole. Likewise, artifacts continue to be illegally traded out 
of certain countries (such as Italy and Egypt) and evidence of their history 
and provenance suppressed. The corpus of ancient and medieval material, espe-
cially metalwork, continues to grow as sites are excavated and finds conserved 
and acquired by local or national museums. Financial constraints, however, mean 
that excavations are seldom adequately funded or mounted on other than major 
known sites or on an immediate rescue basis within a very short time‐scale. Work 
traditionally undertaken by the archeological units of public museums, local 
authorities, and universities is also increasingly bid for by independent companies 
which can carry implications for the long‐term preservation, publication, and 
retention of finds and information. The rising popularity of metal‐detecting as a 
hobby and as a business has also escalated tremendously over the last few decades, 
with an accompanying growth in website trading of antiquities. Legal loopholes 
have been tightened in certain areas, such as law of Treasure Trove, and in Brit-
ain the recent introduction of the Portable Antiquities Scheme has successfully 
encouraged many metal‐detectors to register their finds and to seek expert 
opinion concerning them. This allows museum professionals at least to monitor 
what is being found and where, and sometimes leads to follow‐up excavation of 
sites to determine their nature and importance. It has also stimulated something 
of a sense of community in the metal‐detecting fraternity and lessened the divide 
between this and the professional archeological, museum, and university commu-
nities. Nonetheless, many important items have been traded out of their countries 
of origin without being revealed to the authorities or taken into account intellec-
tually, let alone being offered to museums for purchase.

A good example of the impact of this archeological approach can be seen in the 
mode of display to the public of a recent major metal‐detector find, the seventh‐
century Anglo‐Saxon Staffordshire Hoard of gold and garnet weaponry and 
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religious artifacts. The politics of regional heritage initially kicked in and there 
looked to be an ownership battle brewing of epic Anglo‐Saxon proportions 
worthy of Beowulf, with the West Midlands heavy‐hitters such as Birmingham Art 
Gallery and the Potteries Museum taking the limelight, but careful negotiations to 
incorporate venues more appropriate to the contextualizaton of the hoard itself, 
such as Lichfield Cathedral, proved successful. Some items are displayed in 
smaller but relevant venues, whilst the main hoard is conserved and displayed 
in the larger museums and its historical and archeological significance is researched 
by a scholarly team of experts and shared with the public, whose interest was 
stirred up by media coverage of the discovery.

Other recent exhibitions have also taken as their theme socio‐historical sig-
nificance and context, such as the Treasures of Heaven exhibition at the British 
Museum, which focused upon medieval reliquaries – not a “sexy” subject one 
might think in an increasingly secular society, but one which certainly fascinated 
visitors and pulled them in.

The academic trend to view books as integral artifacts in which each area of the 
evidence they contain is explored in interdisciplinary fashion is still sometimes held 
in tension, however, with a bibliophile connoisseurship. The Flemish miniatures 
show at the Royal Academy, for example, veered toward an “art for art’s sake” 
approach of detached miniatures celebrated as small panel paintings, feeding the 
market trend for book‐breaking and the elevation of “the master of …” identifi-
cations by scholars to boost market prices in the salerooms. The Pierpont Morgan 
Library’s exhibition in 2010, “Demons and Devotion: The Hours of Catherine of 
Cleves,” however, is one of several to display a disbound illuminated manuscript to 
great effect, allowing the public to view a manuscript in its entirety “in the flesh” 
and to appreciate the complex codicological aspects of manufacture by a number 
of specialist craftspeople and of assembly in bound book form.

One further development on the archeological front which might usefully 
be mentioned is the growing trend to establish museums on site, to enable 
a fuller understanding of them in their entirety. Successful examples include 
that at Sutton Hoo, where recent excavations have significantly extended our 
understanding of the famous ship burial discovered in the 1930s and how it fits 
into a bigger cemetery containing not only other seventh‐century high‐status 
burials furnished with opulent grave‐goods, but a slightly later felons or ritual 
burying ground, and how it relates to other local settlement sites such as the 
palace at Rendlesham. The British Museum now regularly mounts displays of 
original artifacts in the modern site museum, whilst displaying the star items at 
its Bloomsbury building. The major Pictish site at Tarbat in Easter Ross, Scotland, 
is also extending our knowledge of this mysterious but artistically productive 
people, with the descendant of the church which was the central focus of the 
site serving as a showcase for many of the finds and as an educational forum. 
At Rosekilde in Denmark a specially constructed museum houses some of the 
Viking longships and trading vessels, its glazed sides affording evocative views 
of the home waters they sailed, whilst at Bergen the excavated buildings and the 
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inscribed rune‐sticks bring the medieval port to life and people it with the echoes 
of those who plied their trades there.

Heritage facilities are increasingly becoming a feature of the urban and rural 
scenes. These may range from medieval Irish tower houses, lovingly restored, 
converted, and staffed by local enthusiasts and furnished with some local arti-
facts and social history memorabilia, to archeological and vernacular architecture 
reconstruction parks (such as Craggaunowen near Limerick in Ireland where 
Celtic ring‐forts and artificial islands – crannogs – can be viewed, or the Weald 
and Downland Museum at Singleton in Sussex, England, where buildings from 
all periods of the region’s history are rescued in the face of demolition and recon-
structed). Others are small specialist museums (such as Bede’s World at Jarrow in 
Northumberland, England, adjacent to the church where Bede worshiped around 
700, which houses some of the finds excavated on the site, reconstructed models, 
and interactive facilities). Some, such as “The House of Manannan” beside 
the medieval site of Peel Castle on the Isle of Man and the community Heritage 
Centre at Lindisfarne on Holy Island in Northumberland, England, have helped 
to pioneer “the object‐less museum,” which does not exhibit actual objects of the 
period but which explores they and their context through the display of graphics 
and the use of film and interactive technology. Funding for such initiatives has 
been gained from a variety of sources, including regional development funds (such 
as those administered by the European Union), central or local government, and 
national participative schemes for the funding of community initiatives and the 
arts (such as the UK’s Heritage Lottery Fund), and charitable enterprises (such 
as the UK’s National Art Collections Fund and the National Heritage Memorial 
Fund which commemorates those who have given their lives for their country 
by contributing to the acquisition and preservation of its heritage). The charita-
ble giving and acknowledgment of civic responsibility to the arts has also played 
a significant role in establishing and developing many museums. The US has 
been particularly active in fostering this role and European governments are now 
acknowledging (and emulating) the importance of taxation incentives to foster 
this sort of public involvement in maintaining heritage and the arts to supplement 
or to compensate for shortfalls in government funding and commercial revenue.

“Heritage” is also increasingly being recognized as a means of attracting pub-
licity and generating tourism. This can play an essential role in the regeneration 
of a site, a place, a region, or a nation. It can also be a quick route to media 
coverage and a source of political leverage. Recent years have witnessed a flurry of 
campaigns for the restitution of cultural heritage, the foci of which have ranged 
from the Elgin Marbles and the Benin Bronzes to Ethiopic manuscripts, Native 
American artifacts, and books and other objects found in named sites but sub-
sequently incorporated into other, often national, collections. The implications 
of such campaigns are complex and manifold and raise a range of legal, ethical, 
intellectual, and economic issues. Each varies in its precise nature, but one thing 
remains constant  –  the need to remember that the overarching concern must 
be the preservation of the artifact itself and appropriate levels of access which 
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will allow it to speak to the present generation without unduly compromising 
its life expectancy so that it can continue its dialog with future generations, all of 
which come to it with new questions, new perceptions, and new technologies. 
Addressing such concerns requires a high level of expertise in order to interpret 
and to conserve the material and, rather than being a fast track to funding, these 
responsibilities entail a great deal of investment and commitment to the long 
haul. Disaster planning and adequate security provision have to be part of the 
equation, as well as the establishment of appropriate environmental and display 
facilities, and a context for continued research and dissemination of information 
to specialists and public alike. Larger institutions are often best placed to serve 
this function in respect of particularly important or vulnerable materials and also 
often fulfill a function of transcending their purely local significance and placing 
it in a wider context of time and space.

The history of collecting and the wish to preserve important collections intact 
to allow them to speak of the age in which they were assembled or to honor 
terms of bequest can also be an important factor. Continuing to acquire material 
for a nation and to prevent or monitor its export is also often deemed the pre-
serve of larger collections which could not fulfill this, or their other functions of 
custodianship and conservation to the contested items or to the legions of the 
regionally “unloved” or unclaimed objects, if unduly weakened. Cultural restitu-
tion also raises the thorny question of whether it is appropriate to turn back the 
clock of history and, if so, where to stop it in any given case. It is often far from 
clear or uncontroversial where artifacts, especially those cloaked with the com-
parative anonymity of medieval craftsmanship, were actually made and they have 
often traveled a great deal, generating rival claims on the part of their various 
intermediate homes. The more recent an act of appropriation or alienation, the 
more emotive and pressing the call or impetus to restitution may be, but there 
is no statute of limitations upon history and locally contained holocausts and 
injustices are not automatically outweighed by those of international stature. The 
legality of the current situation has to play a significant factor in any such debate.

Holocaust Restitution

Collaboration and partnership between museums, libraries, galleries, other repos-
itories, local interest groups, and educators (at all levels) is an essential part of 
the present and future of the profession and the web is playing an increasingly 
important part in this equation. Material can be shared, assemblages or individual 
artifacts which have been broken up over the course of time can be virtually 
reunited, and items can be virtually restored to their original appearance or 
context without intruding upon their actual state of preservation. Thus a man-
uscript partially broken up as binder’s waste in the aftermath of the Dissolution, 
its leaves now scattered amongst several libraries and private collections, could  
be digitally reconstituted and any damaged leaves virtually restored by image 
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manipulation  –  if all the parties could be persuaded to participate and if the 
necessary project funding were forthcoming. New technology also potentially 
allows vast collections of material, much of it confined to the study collections 
housed in museum basements and out‐housed storage facilities or to library 
stacks, to be opened up to the public without undue handling of original mate-
rials. This also allows the researcher to do as much preliminary work as possi-
ble before needing access to the sources themselves. Thus the British Museum’s 
“Compass” project, for example, seeks to mount a broad cross‐section of its trea-
sures on the web, whilst libraries such as the British Library, the Pierpont Morgan, 
and the Hague are in the process of mounting complete electronic catalogs with 
accompanying digital images of their illuminated manuscripts – or are mounting 
entire digital facsimiles of volumes – on the web. Collections of digital images 
of manuscripts and artifacts drawn from many repositories are also growing 
online, such as the digital scriptorium and the Schoenberg Collection. Most major 
museums and libraries now have websites where at least some of their treasures 
can be viewed. IT can also help overcome some of the didactic restrictions of 
displaying such materials. Looking at an object in a glass case offers a valuable 
encounter with the original, but can be frustrating, especially when the object 
in turn is a book of which only one opening of many can be displayed at one 
time. Gallery interactives have been developed in order to allow objects to be 
viewed on screen, sometimes as three‐dimensional images which can be virtually 
rotated and examined from all angles, or, as with the British Library’s “Turning 
the Pages” system,12 to simulate the experience of physically turning the vellum 
pages on screen and leafing through the book (initially only 20 or so of the major 
openings because of expense, but the system is being developed in such a way 
that whole books can be affordably mounted upon it). Such solutions also enable 
audio so that text and music can be explored and so that extra information can 
be given, beyond the constraints of a single case label. Digital surrogates of iconic 
treasures can also be made available in special display contexts at heritage facil-
ities connected with their stories if the preservation and security requirements of 
the originals, or legal circumstances, dictate that they are best kept elsewhere. An 
example of a mutually beneficial resolution of an ongoing restitution dispute is 
that of the Codex Sinaiticus project (http://codexsinaiticus.org/en), which has 
succeeded in reuniting dispersed portions of a world‐famous cultural landmark in 
book form, which had become the subject of a hard‐fought restitution conflict, by 
means of a collaborative digitization project which allows the whole of the book 
that remains to be shared globally.

Surrogates are never a complete alternative to encountering original artifacts, 
however, and responsibly exhibiting them, when the occasion permits, remains 
a crucial element in firing the imagination and interest of the public. In an age 
when there are fewer and fewer opportunities to study the Middle Ages as part 
of the general education system, and even at graduate level, but when, paradoxi-
cally, media and popular entertainment interest have never been higher, the thrill 
of coming face to face with the past and connecting, through the witness of a site 
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or artifact, with the lives of those who inhabited it is essential for the subject’s 
continued existence and regeneration. This chapter has touched upon some of 
the places where medieval materials can be seen displayed on a permanent or 
semi‐permanent basis, some more didactically or comprehensively than others. 
The special temporary exhibition is a valuable adjunct to this. National and inter-
national loans programs are escalating in every major repository as more and more 
requests to borrow items for exhibition are received. In the medieval sphere these 
can vary from blockbuster exhibitions in which as many as possible of the major 
treasures representative of a particular period or theme are gathered together, 
affording a unique opportunity of viewing them in relation to one another, for 
purposes of study or connoisseurship. The exhibitions held in London between 
1984 and 2003 surveying medieval British art are a good example of this.13 
Likewise, the Bibliothèque nationale de France’s exhibitions,14 and “Les Fastes du 
Gothique,” held at the Grand Palais in Paris by la Réunion des musées nationaux 
et la Biblliothèque nationale in 1981–1982,15 their “L’Art au temps des rois mau-
dits Philippe le Bel et ses fils 1285–1328” held there in 1998,16 and the Louvre’s 
examination of the reign of King Charles VI;17 several exhibitions devoted to the 
Carolingian Empire;18 and exhibitions focusing upon Byzantine culture.19

For celebrating the art and culture of a particular people or region can carry 
deep social, economic, and political implications. The Coptic Museum in Cairo 
was established by a leading family of Copts as a statement of continuing ethno‐
religious identity of an ancient people in the modern age. Artworks in situ and 
those still used in churches run the risk of being stolen or vandalized or, as we are 
seeing in parts of the world beset by conflict, are destroyed as part of a human 
and cultural genocide. In 2016 the British Museum staged a major exhibition 
of Celtic art, challenging (but in the process demonstrating) its very existence 
as a distinct cultural expression extending from prehistory to the present. It was 
visually ravishing and otherworldly and both contrasted with and complemented 
the dense and information‐rich smaller show that ran simultaneously on faith 
in Egypt from the Romans to the Crusades. Whether intentionally or not, this 
offered the public the rare and fascinating opportunity to appreciate and explore 
two ancient cultures that survive into the modern world and which are embroiled 
in ongoing concerns of ethno‐religious geo‐politics in which culture is both pawn 
and paramount.

Other shows have successfully focused upon a single work as their theme and as 
a springboard into an exploration of its age (such as the Lindisfarne Gospels, the 
Utrecht Psalter, the Macclesfield Psalter, the Wilton diptych, and the Westminster 
retable).20 The need to disbound illuminated manuscripts, on conservation (or 
digitization) grounds has also frequently been taken as an opportunity to display 
them to the public in their entirety, rather than just an opening under glass or as 
a digital surrogate. Some exhibitions have sought to transcend their themes and 
take a more interdisciplinary, cross‐cultural approach, even crossing the peren-
nial East/West divide, as in the case of the stimulating and challenging display 
on world faiths at the Chester Beatty Gallery in Dublin Castle, “Europa und 
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der Orient 800–1900” held in Berlin in 1985,21 the British Library’s “Painted 
Labyrinth: The World of the Lindisfarne Gospels,”22 and “Treasures from the 
Ark: 1700 Years of Armenian Christian Art,”23 “Memory and the Middle Ages,” 
staged at the Boston College Museum of Art in 1995,24 the catalog of an exhi-
bition entitled “Mirror of the Medieval World,” held to celebrate the medieval 
galleries and collections of New York’s Metropolitan Museum of Art,25 “In the 
Beginning: Bibles Before the Year 1000,” staged in the Freer Sackler at the Smith-
sonian (Washington, DC) in 2006, and the string of exhibitions (with a unified 
catalog) organized across Europe in 1997 by the European Science Foundation as 
part of their five‐year “Transformation of the Roman World” project.26 Others have 
focused primarily upon technique, using advances in technology and conservation 
as a starting point for examining objects, such as “Art in the Making: Italian 
Painting Before 1400,” held at the National Gallery in London in 1989.27 Increas-
ingly, multiple venue exhibitions are being staged as part of collaborative funding 
initiatives. The constraints of lending such unique and often fragile materials are 
such, however, that the same exhibits are only seldom loaned to more than one 
venue in succession. Gone are the days when important exhibitions and priceless 
objects went on world tours, such as “Treasures of Ireland: Irish Art, 3000 bc–ad 
1500,” which in two incarnations toured during 1977–1981 to New York, San 
Francisco, Pittsburgh, Boston, Philadelphia, Paris, Cologne, Berlin, Amsterdam, 
and Copenhagen, as well as being exhibited at the National Museum in Dublin.28 
One of its star exhibits, the Book of Kells, thankfully no longer travels at all. 
Some successful two‐venue shows are still staged, such as “The Golden Age of 
Dutch Manuscript Painting,” shown at the Rijksmuseum het Catharijneconvent 
in Utrecht and the Pierpont Morgan Library in New York in 1989–1990,29 and 
“Illuminating the Renaissance: The Triumph of Flemish Manuscript Painting in 
Europe,” staged at the J. Paul Getty Museum in 2003 and at the Royal Academy 
of Arts in London in 2003–2004,30 with requisite variations to the exhibits at 
either venue. And the British Museum has also recently launched a series of inter-
national travelling exhibitions, including ‘Medieval Europe AD 400-1500’ (2017) 
and the British Library has staged a resolutely traditional-style major exhibition 
‘Anglo-Saxon Kingdoms: Art, Word, War’ (2018–2019), which featured the 
diplomatic coup of a particularly significant loan - the Codex Amiatinus, which 
returns to Britain for the first time since Ceolfrith left Northumbria bearing it as 
a gift to the Pope, and ambassador for its nation, in 716.

The conceptualization of an exhibition, whether temporary or permanent, 
actual or virtual, is of prime importance, for it impacts upon education, public 
perception, and, on occasion, political will. Exhibitions of early materials have also 
presented opportunities to juxtapose ancient and modern, with contemporary 
artworks (sometimes inspired by earlier counterparts) being inserted amongst 
ancient or medieval works, or forming part of the installation, as at the National 
Museum of Scotland in Edinburgh, where chunky bronze Paolozzi sculptures of 
warrior figures in mechanized forms serve as cases for finely wrought items of pre-
historic jewelry. Museums, libraries, and galleries and their displays, publications, 
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and outreach programs have been known to both reflect and help direct the way 
in which a given subject area is studied. They can be fruitful meeting grounds for 
a wide range of disciplines and outlooks and a testing place for matching aspi-
ration and resource. In short, they help us to write history, to record it, and to 
direct its future. They are powerful social mechanisms, capable of misrepresenting 
as well as mirroring our identities. As the repositories of our collective memory 
they are the stuff of which civilizations are formed – the way in which we shape 
them, use them, and invest in them in the future will help to serve as an indication 
of the extent to which we value, or merely pay lip service to, the very concept 
of civilization.

Notes

1	 As explored by Carruthers, Book of Memory, and Clanchy, From Memory to Written Record.
2	 British Library, Cotton MS Vittellius A. xiv; see Kiernan, Electronic Beowulf.
3	 Private Collection, on loan to the Walters Art Gallery, Baltimore.
4	 Dublin, Trinity College Library, MS 58.
5	 Utrecht, University Library, MS 32 (ed. Van der Hoerst, Noel, and Wüstefeld, 1996), 

CD‐Rom.
6	 St. Godehard’s Church, Hildesheim, see www.abdn.ac.uk/stalbanspsalter/index.

shtml, accessed 16 August 2018.
7	 Canfora, The Vanished Library.
8	 Callimachus’ Catalogues of the Authors Eminent in Various Disciplines were arranged 

with six sections devoted to poetry and five to prose, his categories including epics, 
tragedies, comedies, historical works, works of medicine, rhetoric and law, and 
miscellaneous works; ibid., p. 39.

9	 See Tite, Manuscript Library, and Brown, “Sir Robert Cotton.”
10	 Miller, That Noble Cabinet.
11	 Rorimer, The Cloisters.
12	 Examples of which may be viewed via www.bl.uk, accessed 16 August 2018.
13	 “1066: English Romanesque Art,” Hayward Gallery, 1984 (ed. Zarnecki, Holt, 

and Holland); “The Golden Age of Anglo‐Saxon Art 966–1066,” British Museum 
and British Library, 1984 (ed. Backhouse, Turner, and Webster); “Age of Chivalry: 
Art in Plantagenet England 1200–1400,” Royal Academy of Arts, 1987–1988 (ed. 
Alexander and Binski); “The Making of England: Anglo‐Saxon Art and Culture 
ad 600–900,” British Museum and British Library, 1991 (ed. Webster and Back-
house); “Gothic Glory: Late Gothic Art in England 1400–1547,” Victoria and 
Albert Museum, 2003 (ed. Marks).

14	 “Les Manuscrits à Peintures en France 1440–1520,” Paris, 1993–1994 (ed. Avril 
and Reynaud) and “Jean Fouquet, Peintre et Enlumineur du xve siècle,” Paris, 
2003 (ed. Avril).

15	 “Les Fastes du Gothique: Le siècle de Charles V,” 1981–1982 (ed. Baron, 1981).
16	 “L’Art au temps des rois maudits Philippe le Bel et ses fils 1285–1328,” 1998 

(ed. Gaborit‐Chopin).
17	 In 2004 (ed. Delahaye).



	 T h e  M o d e r n  M e d i e va l  M u s e u m 	 975

18	 “Karl der Grosse. Werk und Wirkung,” Aachen, 1965 (ed. Lübke); “La Neustrie: Les 
pays au nord de la Loire, de Dagobert à Charles le Chauve,” Musées et Monuments 
départmentaux de Seine‐Maritime, 1985 (ed. Périn and Feffer); “799. Kunst und 
Kultur der Karolingerzeit, Karl der Grosse und Papst Leo III in Paderborn,” 
Paderborn, 1999 (ed. Stiegemann and Wemhoff).

19	 “Byzantium: Treasures of Byzantine Art and Culture,” British Museum, 1994 (ed. 
Buckton) and “Byzantium: Faith and Power,” Metropolitan Museum, New York, 2004.

20	 For example, “The Utrecht Psalter in Medieval Art,” Utrecht, 1996 (ed. Van der 
Hoerst, Noel, and Wüstefeld), and “Painted Labyrinth: The World of the Lindisfarne 
Gospels,” British Library, 2003 (ed. Brown); or the permanent installation focusing 
upon the Book of Kells at Trinity College Library, Dublin.

21	 Ed. Sievernich and Budde.
22	 See n. 20.
23	 Ed. Nersessian, 2001.
24	 Ed. Netzer and Reinburg.
25	 Ed. Wixom, 1999.
26	 Ed. Webster and Brown, 1997.
27	 Ed. Bomford, Dunkerton, Gordon, and Roy, 1989.
28	 Ed. Ryan 1983.
29	 Ed. Marrow, Defoer, Korteweg, and Wüstefeld, 1989.
30	 Ed. Kren and McKendrick, 2003.
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pigments, 58–61
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530, 532
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Bouillet, Abbé, 882
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Chrétien de Troyes, 552–553, 561, 634
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Duke University, Durham NC, 951
Dumbarton Oaks symposia, 716–717
Dunlop, Anne, 59
du Sommerard, Alexandre, 664, 686, 936
du Sommerard, Edmond, 936
Duthoit, Edmund, 732
Durandus of Mende, 315, 318
Durandus of Pourçain, 223
Durandus, William, 222, 227, 228, 498
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illumination, 580, 582, 584, 586
East Germany, 528–529

see also Germany
Eastlake, Charles, 910, 923n10
Eaton, Tim, 344
Eckehard II, Margrave of Meissen, 
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