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Preface

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 impossible 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 Sauerlinder 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 medi-
eval 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 (¢.1000-1300). It will later be joined by a
volume covering the Early Christian through Ottonian and Byzantine periods,



PREFACE mEE xxi

as well as by one 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
volume. 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 sub-fields (architecture, sculpture, paint-
ing, the sumptuous arts, the Crusader states), a few thematic studies that are
either sub-sets or groupings of the sub-fields (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 virtually
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 formative 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, contributing a dimension of additional analysis and so take the subject
further than before. All reveal how generation after generation of scholars
approached the subject — archacological strata of understanding that have shaped
our conception of the field today. As a group, they exemplify perhaps every
mindset (and combinations of mindsets) that can be applied to the subject:
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traditional and innovative, pragmatic and creative, clinically analytical and broadly
reflective. Ultimately, this 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 sub-fields 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
historiographical 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 vol-
ume 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 col-
leagues 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 Grossinger, 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
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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 bis thumb

And pulled out o plum,

And said, What a good boy am 1!

So began for Glastonbury, as it had for countless other monasteries, the destruction
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 prob-
ably 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 would end, he carried with him a gift from Abbot Richard Whiting
of Glastonbury for King Henry VIII. The gitt 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)
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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.’
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 dis-
persed.? 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 95 theses at
Wittenberg in 1517. And in France, the Wars of Religion (1562-98) were
virtually unrivalled 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 educa-
tion 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 overview 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 Reforma-
tion, 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, what-
ever their professional positions and institutional support may have been. But, in
a sense, the historiography of medieval art began long before its writing, and 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
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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 historio-
graphy 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 BC), a history that is
believed to have taken as its basic theme the systematic progress toward the
perfection 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 (¢.340-260 BC),
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 (71-7 AD).
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 per-
fection to decline, this perfection being seen as reaching its high point in the
High and Late Classical periods. He also generally followed the biographical
tormat, 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 typic-
ally 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, naturalistic perfection, and eventual decline. From the very begin-
ning, 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
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
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as a time of “darkness,” a time of almost unrelieved ignorance — this first
articulation of the idea of “the Dark Ages” being, clearly, a negative one (1337-
8).? Soon, Boccaccio (1348-53) 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
Biondo 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
medinm 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.*) By the early fifteenth century, Niccold Machiavelli presented
a flexible cyclical theory of history (posthumous 1531), largely based on the
work of the Greek historian of ancient Rome, Polybius.”

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 modern art history. There had been earlier writings on the history of
art from Italian humanist circles, including by the sculptor Lorenzo Ghiberti
(begun ¢.1447), but Vasari’s Le vite de pin eccellenti architetti, pittori, et scultors
(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 authority
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 disadvant-
ageous 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 compelled to explain more than a thousand years of what he saw as an
artistic 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
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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 forma-
tion, increasing perfection, and, finally, perfection itself (embodied in the work
of Michelangelo). Vasari describes this process of the re-establishment of nat-
uralistic standards as a “rebirth” (7inascita), 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.® But his great importance for the historio-
graphy of medieval art lies in the fact that his work was so enormously influential
throughout Europe that it gave the impression there was only one methodo-
logy, only one way of looking at art. This was a way that, in the emulation of
Vasari’s own particular naturalistic and biographical 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
mandate 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.

In 1527, after eighteen years of marriage without a male heir to the throne,
Henry VIII began a series of efforts aimed at having his marriage with Catherine
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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
opening 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 appointed 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 historical 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.” 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 anti-
quaries who used them, cited them, and even indexed them. These were finally
published in nine volumes from 1710 to 1712 as the Itinerary, turther notes
were published in six volumes in 1715 as the Collectanen. 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
identity 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 scholars who emerge most strongly from this challenging
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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 cataloguing of
his famous manuscript collection according to the Classical busts, particularly
of Roman emperors, that stood on top of the bookcases that housed the manu-
scripts. (Cotton also bought and moved the room in which Mary, Queen of
Scots, had been executed at Fotheringay Castle to his own house at Connington,
perhaps the first “period room.”) A vital part of the great activity of this
formative era was the creation of a number of modern institutions, if only
in their nascent forms. Cotton’s collection, which was actively used by contem-
poraries 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.”® William Laud, Archbishop of Canterbury and Chancellor
of Oxford University, left his valuable collection of manuscripts to the Bodleian
Library in Oxford 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 Stonchenge of 1655, incorporated the distinction between round and
pointed arches already made (though unsystematically) 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 (1642-48) and
its aftermath, the Protectorate (1653-9), the destruction of the medieval patri-
mony 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
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F1GURE 1-1 DPuritans “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.

Joseph 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 “slighting”).” 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
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acted as an impetus to further scholarship, although one that was still largely
limited to England at this time.

On the Continent, the Thirty Years War raged (1618-48), taking its toll as
well. Yet ancient and Renaissance scholarship was in full swing by now, with
important 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 sotteranen, was pub-
lished in 1632—4. Historical terms such as “Bc” (Bousset, 1681) and “century”
began to be used. The quality of published reproductions of artworks improved,
and archaeological reconstructions began to be used in publications. The anti-
quarian 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, catalogues were some-
times even printed for visitors (Villa Borghese, 1650), and the Grand Tour
became an institution. In the Low Countries and Germany, the influential his-
tories of art written by Karel van Mander (1604) and Joachim von Sandrart
(1675-9) included Northern artists in their biographical formats, contributing
to a loosening of the grip of Classical and Renaissance dominance. All of this
helped build an intellectual atmosphere and professional structure that encour-
aged 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 primary
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 (1703-39), 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
Glossarium ad Scriptores Medine 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 Raphaél Trichet du Fresne on Leonardo
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in 1651). The grave of Childeric, rich in Merovingian jewelry, was accidentally
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 contemporary
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-Francois 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,
respectively (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 mani-
fested 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; 1655-73), 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).'° 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)." 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.'? Roger North took the differentiation between the two
forms further, 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
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Ficure 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.

contributing to the intellectual respectability of medieval architecture in a time
of classicizing standards. Even so, the approaching Enlightenment was not
sympathetic to the study of medieval architecture, seeing it as the irrational
antithesis of its rational self in its darkness, its absence of Classical proportions,
its particular use of architectural sculpture and detail, and its delight in monstr-
ous 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 origins
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 appreciation
for the Sublime permitted the qualities of vastness, irregularity, and obscurity
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 associated
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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 (Saz. 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.

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
introduction, perhaps the most interesting example of this phase of the Gothic
Revival is that of Strawberry Hill (1753-76), the country residence of Horace
Walpole, an enthusiastic and astute advocate of the movement and the author of
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the first Gothic novel, The Castle of Otranto: A Gothic Story (1764). More
historicist than many contemporary examples of the Gothic Revival (often de-
scribed 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 for contemporary design — one that broke away from the
old Mediterranean precedent in its search for a new indigenous style as part of a
gradually evolving and very self-conscious conception of national identity.
“Qothic” was clearly no longer a term of criticism, at least to some. The pointed
arch that had earlier distanced medieval architecture negatively from the Clas-
sical 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 gen-
eral infrastructure 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 archi-
tecture (1753), a subject that would be argued for generations. The Abbé Mai
first presented the idea of French regional schools of architecture (1774), also a
topic that would continue to receive attention. The Maurists carried on their
work, including Gallin Christinna (1715-65), the Histoire littéraive de ln France
(1733-68), and Bernard de Monttaucon’s Les Monumens de ln monarchie francoise
(1729-33), the latter essentially presenting a history of the French monarchy
through its artistic monuments. The latter also produced what might be called
the first attempt at a national union catalogue 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 evacuation of Herculaneum
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
varied 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



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.
Reproduced courtesy of the Lewis Walpole Library, Yale University.
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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 the Schloss Belvedere in Vienna in 1781, to name a few. Proper
layout of collections was an ongoing issue, particularly the question of aesthetic
versus chronological layout — a manifestation of the ongoing conflict between
connoisseurship and art history, the two principal and often contending approaches
to the study of art at the time. Encyclopedias and dictionaries began to include
or even be exclusively 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 elevations for further study (esp. 1727-30). After a period of irreg-
ular association, the Society of Antiquaries received a royal charter in 1751 and
began meeting in Somerset 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. Thomas Gray advanced 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 Archacologia, 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 second-
ary sources, as well as going beyond a gathering of strictly factual information
through the analysis of those facts (1776), something of a new proposition.'?

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 initiat-
ing 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 archaeology. 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 stand-
ards to all of ancient art, seeing Roman art — previously only poorly distin-
guished from Greek — as a distinct second to Greek. Thus, despite the unchanging
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ideal of the Classical that he set up, Winckelmann — with an almost unimpeach-
able 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 respectability of the artistic production of other historical
periods. At the same time, he explained the basis of the changes in his period-
ization as the product of historical context — social, political, and religious factors,
including the concept of freedom.

Both Winckelmann’s attention to historical context and his demonstration of
the utility of stylistic analysis were interpretive devices that had seen no system-
atic 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 rehashing of previous work). Before Winckelmann, the writing of the
history of art had largely been the exclusive domain of the artist, one that gen-
erally 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 establishment 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
Strasbourg 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 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 contem-
porary 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
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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 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.'* 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
rationality 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 to 1800,
depending on the particular aspect of this reaction, but it was given an enorm-
ous 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 “irrationality,” 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 universally 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, intellectu-
ally 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 completion 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 Gorres, furthered by Sulpiz Boisserée, and supported by such influ-
ential 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 ¢.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



F1Gure 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. Reproduced
courtesy of Rheinisches Bildarchiv, Koln.
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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 influenced by many, including Boisserée and his
brother Melchior, who built up an important collection of Northern European
art from the medieval period to the 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 secessionist groups) were influential in painting.
And Ludwig Tieck, Wilhelm Heinrich Wackenroder, and Novalis, among
others, made important statements in literature. In much of this, ties to the
strong Catholic revival of the early nineteenth century both helped and hindered
the movement.

As Gorres 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
(1811-23). 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 medieval art in particular as not just equal to Classical art, but
superior (esp. 1802). Others, such as Nicolas Chapuy (1824 -30) and the team
of Charles Nodier, J. Taylor, and Alphonse de Cailleux (1820-78), 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 reinterment of Abelard and Heloise from the Paraclete (indir-
ectly) to Paris around 1796 in a newly constructed tomb in the Musée des
Monuments Frangais (see below), made of spolin 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 Romantic-
ism was the publication of Victor Hugo’s Notre-Dame de Parisin 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
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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.

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 notably
in the Houses of Parliament, designed 1835). In the visual arts, medievalism
affected William Blake (esp. 1792-1827), the Pre-Raphaclites (esp. 1848-53),
and the Arts and Crafts Movement (particularly William Morris, esp. 1861-96)
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
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influence in his many publications throughout his life, particularly The Stones
of Venice (1851-53), 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—-45), 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.

Nineteenth-century Non-Romantic Developments

If Romanticism had helped legitimize medieval art in the course of the nine-
teenth 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 methodology, historical documentation, the publication of
primary sources (including Monumenta Germanine Historica, 1826¢t.; Patrologin
Latina, 1844—64; the Rolls Series, 1858¢t.; and Corpus Scriptorum Ecclesiasticorum
Latinorum, 1866t.), encyclopedias, and bibliographies. Scholars focused increas-
ingly 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 archacology
and philology developed out of antiquarianism. Historical, social, and philo-
sophical theories were articulated 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 frangais 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 institu-
tions 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
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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 introduction, perhaps the most important influence was on the Hotel de
Cluny, the first museum of medieval art (1832; reorganized in 1844 by Lenoir’s
son, Alexandre-Albert, as the Musée de Cluny)."® Equally important, Jean-Baptiste
Seroux d’Agincourt published his Histoire de art par les monumens from 1811
to 1823, a work that is generally considered to be the first comprehensive study
of medieval 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 retaining 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 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
documentary research on medieval art, typically of a non-interpretive nature. In
1824, the Norman scholar Arcisse de Caumont called for a halt to the destruc-
tion 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”; the latter being a condemnation of those
who destroyed the architectural patrimony as Vandals, a theme first put forth by
Hugo, and whose ethnic re-characterization was undoubtedly made with Vasari
in mind (1833). The government responded to the wide public support for this
position through the creation of the post of Inspectenr général des monuments
historiques by the historian and conservative minister Frangois 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 francaise d’archéologie was founded, immediately publishing Bulletin
monumental and working to preserve medieval monuments. And Jean-Frangois-
Auguste de Bastard d’Estang began to publish a comprehensive series of facsimiles
of manuscript illumination (largely medieval) in 1835. While he never com-
pleted 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).'¢

In Britain, the working out of crucial terminology continued. Thomas
Rickman’s English Avchitecture of 1817 established the widespread use of
such terms as Norman, Decorated, and Perpendicular. The origins of the term
“Romanesque” 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
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term being propagated in France by de Caumont through a public lecture
of 1823 (published 1824)."” 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 “medizval”) 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.'”® 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 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 con-
fronted 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 develop-
ment; 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 connoisseurship, 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 Gottingen, 1813) — were the members of the so-called Berlin School. Gustav
Friedrich Waagen, director of the Altes Museum and professor at the University
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.” 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 (1827-31) that set new
standards for objectivity through a critical connoisseurship. In this work, he
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expressed his strong opposition to both the Hegelian view and the more tend-
entious 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 historical survey, an important, technically oriented survey that ex-
tended from prehistoric 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 (1843-64).
Strongly Hegelian, this work was known and criticized for beginning each chap-
ter 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.*

Outside of the Berlin School, Anton Springer rejected both Romantic and
Hegelian approaches (esp. 1857, 1879). Ciritical 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.”! 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 Renais-
sance (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 accumula-
tion of facts.”” 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 determin-
ing the superstructure. Marx argued that the elements of the superstructure,
including 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
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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
different directions. If Gothic had been a term of abuse in the centuries follow-
ing 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 (¢.1135-44). 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 important studies of the English cathedrals, particularly Canter-
bury (1845). And, in 1842, the French scholar de Caumont gave an influential
expression of the so-called French schools in his Abécédairve on rudiment
d’archéologie. These and other studies like them provided the beginning of a
much needed structural, geographical, chronological, and conceptual founda-
tion 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 architectural chronology of Gothic.

But certainly the most brilliant figure in France at this time in medieval
archacology — as medieval art history was called by the French — was the archi-
tect and scholar, Eugene-Emmanuel Viollet-le-Duc. Among his many influential
writings are the Dictionnaire raisonné de Pavchitecture (1854—68) and Entretiens
sur Parvchitecture (1863-72), two works that give full expressions of Roman-
esque 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 re-
ceived. 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 number
of other works and initiatives, including the Annales archéologiques (1844f.).
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
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of Chartres Cathedral was Vincent of Beauvais’s Speculum Maius (1247-59).
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
iconography stimulated work on stained glass, the serious study of which began
at this time and was second only to architecture.”® The investigation of manu-
script 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 de-
scribe 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, 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 Maile’s great iconographic
work of 1898, L’Art religienx du XIIle siécle, described as the first comprehen-
sive study of medieval French visual art and as the culmination of nineteenth-
century scholarship on the subject.** Explicitly following in the footsteps of
Hugo and Didron, Mile attempted to show that the same encyclopedic pro-
gram 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 Méle admitted only for “purely decorative work.” This was a book
of enormous impact and an important step in deepening our understanding
of the interpenetration of the literary and artistic cultures of the Middle Ages.
In this study, Mile expressed an attitude that was common for most of the
nineteenth century: that it was only with thirteenth-century Gothic that medi-
eval 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 catalogued and studied.?® 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 to 1894
at the Ecole du Louvre (posthumous 1899-1903) emphasized the Gallic com-
ponent over the Roman in the development of Romanesque in unabashedly
nationalistic terms.”® Eugéne Lefévre-Pontalis helped establish a chronology of
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Romanesque architecture (esp. 1899). With a nationalism consonant with the
colonialism of the Third Republic, Camille Enlart strove to show that Roman-
esque architecture originated in France and was disseminated from there, includ-
ing to the Crusader states (1902-27).*” 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 recog-
nition of pre-Gothic medieval (1905-29). Robert de Lasteyrie, among many
others, played an important part in the ongoing discussion of the French
regional schools of architecture (esp. 1912).?® The influence of the new abstract
movements of painting provided a contemporary intellectual and artistic justifi-
cation of medieval 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).% In fact, such a change had come about that,
in 1901, Emile 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™” — quite a
change from Vasari’s “Goths” and Montalembert’s “Vandals.” To this came
Male’s L’Art religieux du XIle siécle 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.* In it, Male
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 pilgrimage, 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 Voge — with whom Erwin Panofsky
wrote his doctoral dissertation — rejected the prevailing French view that monu-
mental sculpture arose at Chartres, arguing instead for origins in Burgundy
and Languedoc, particularly Provence (1894).>> The American Arthur Kingsley
Porter disputed French proprietary claims to the origins of Romanesque archi-
tecture (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. 1915-17) he demonstrated the priority 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.*® He offered a radical new dating of
certain key works of sculpture, characteristically based on documentary evidence
and stylistic analysis (rather than simply fitting the works into the current French



28 WEEN CONRAD RUDOLPH

theoretical constructs of stylistic development), and giving precedence to Spain
and Burgundy over Languedoc, contrary to the mainstream French position,
including that of Male (the “Spain or Toulouse” controversy).**

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 Ger-
many 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. 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 revital-
ized connoisseurship, 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 import-
ant 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.
Wickhoff 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.*® More particularly, he legitimized the study of
Roman art, which had been discredited since Winckelmann, secing it as a dis-
crete 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 nar-
rative” into the art historical vocabulary. Wickhoft’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 indi-
vidual), an extremely well-known concept that, however, has not been taken up
by the discipline. The primary vehicle through which Riegl explained this new
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theory of artistic change was his idea of the progression from the haptic to the
optic, an idea based on contemporary perceptual psychology.*® A relatively com-
plex 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 method-
ology 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 Strzygowski, who replaced Wickhoft at the
University of Vienna and with whom Riegl clashed as well.

Rather than see continuity between the Antique and the medieval, Strzygowski
saw certain elements of the great artistic changes of Late Roman and early
medieval as the result of the introduction of Eastern influences, especially from
Syria, Armenia, and Iran (a subject that would later interest Jurgis Baltrusaitis,
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 contribu-
tions to the field. Max Dvorik once said that a sense of history was something
a person was born with, that it could not be taught,” 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 Dvorak 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 medieval study, Idealismus und Naturalismus
in der gotischen Skulptur und Malerei (1917).°® Seeing the interrelation of
all aspects of culture — theology, patristics, philosophy, literature — Dvorak 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,
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being particularly well known for his Die Kunstiiteratur (1924), an important
discussion of art historiography from the medieval period through the ecight-
eenth century.®

Outside of the Vienna School and even of medieval, Heinrich Wolfflin,
the Swiss contemporary of Wickhoft and Riegl, did important work that had
reverberations in the field of medieval. Wolfflin wanted an “objective,” “scienti-
fically” 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 history 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 Wolfflin, perhaps more than
any of the other grand theorists of his time, does live on in the institutionaliza-
tion 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 Baukunst des Abendlandes (1884-1901) — railed as
“the cold, clinical concepts in art history, which only an unfeeling dilettante
could adopt with any confidence.”*

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 sculpture
(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 Méle 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 Wolfflin,
expressing himself in a variation of the developmental model of initial forma-
tion, perfection, 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.*' In the process, Focillon articulated
the basic relation between Romanesque sculpture and architecture (medieval
architectural sculpture, in particular, had been seen earlier as contrary to general
classicizing principles), 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 Male’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.



INTRODUCTION: HISTORIOGRAPHY EEE 31

Even more widely received were the methods of Focillon’s contemporary,
Adolph Goldschmidt. Like so many before him, Goldschmidt wanted an object-
ive, “scientific” approach to the artwork, one that, to one degree or another,
borrowed 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 precise stylistic analysis (as opposed to the formal analysis of Wolfflin),
iconographical investigation, and comparison with other artworks to group,
localize, date, and relate large bodies of works that had never been systematic-
ally studied before. This was an approach that both revealed and allowed the
study of the interrelation 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—-4),
Carolingian and Ottonian illuminated manuscripts (1928), German Roman-
esque 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 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 import-
ance in the development of medieval art history in Germany and the United
States, where he taught as a visiting professor on three different occasions.*

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
iconological 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
medievalist, 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 Wolfflin on the autonomous develop-
ment 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.
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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 Sax]l (who did important work on medi-
eval 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
Antiquaries. 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 in the history of the discipline, Erwin Panofsky. Panofsky wrote on art
theory, the Italian Renaissance, and the Northern Renaissance, as well as medi-
eval. 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 (which continues the tradition of
distinction to this day). 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-
iconographical 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 under-
stood by determining the “underlying 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 in-
tended to express”; this is a history of “cultural symptoms — or ‘symbols.””*?
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 attempted to interpret specific
artworks in light of their more immediate social and political contexts. As it
pertains to medieval, this approach is most eftectively seen in Panofsky’s discus-
sion of medieval renascences in Renaissance and Renascences (1960), a study
that transcended not just the fields of Renaissance and medieval but the discipline
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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 structure 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
increasingly so 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.**

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 imposs-
ible to present the scholarship of either these individuals or those others who
continued to work in their home countries in this present paper, authors whose
names and significance will be covered in greater detail in the chapters of this
volume.*® But let me mention one last scholar, known equally well for his work
in medieval as in modern, Meyer Schapiro.

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
theories. 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, especially 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 process 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 abstraction 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 exploration of style further, no longer limiting himself to
the visual component of style alone. Introducing a more contextually explicit
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approach than the excellent, 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, seeing 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 attempted to counter the dominant view that art produc-
tion 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.*® 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 enormous 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
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 histor-
ical 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 I’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 fiir Kunstwissenschaft in 1908; the College Art Association in 1911, the
first professional organization of academic art historians (A7t 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 Zestschrift fiir
Kunstgeschichte in 1932; the Verband Deutscher Kunsthistoriker in 1948; the
Centre d’études supérieures de civilisation médiévale in Poitiers in 1953 (Cabiers
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 (A»t History, 1978);
and Arte medievale in 1983. The development of university art history depart-
ments and university presses is a story in itself.*” Important research guides, such
as periodical indices, were established: the Répertoire d’art et d’archéologie (1910—
89) and the International Repertory of the Literature of Art (RILA, 1975-89)
merged in 1991 to form the Bibliography of the History of Art (BHA, covering
from 1973). Efforts in the area of iconography continued: the Index of Christian
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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 Kiinstle (1926-8), Louis Réau (1955—
9), Gertrud Schiller (1966-80), and Engelbert Kirschbaum (1968-76). Indis-
pensable reference works appeared: The Catholic Encyclopedia (1907t.), Fernand
Cabrol and Henri Leclercq’s Dictionnaive d’arvchéologie chrétienne et de liturgie
(1907-53), The Oxford Dictionary 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 catalogues appeared
and continue to appear (of which I will mention only two series, A Survey of
Manuscripts Hluminated in the British Isles, 1975f. and Manuscrits enluminés de
ln Bibliothéque nationale, 1980f.), as well as corpora (most notably the Corpus
Vitrearum series, 1952£.*%). New editions of sources, also, continue to be pub-
lished (Corpus Christianorum, 1953f.; 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
environment 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 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
carly twentieth-century theories of art. Not only did the universal theories of the
leading scholars of earlier 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 history that was socially relevant and intellectu-
ally 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
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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, narratology,
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 ccuvre 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 surface content at social relationships in terms of an abstract
system of signs, whose meaning lies in the relationships between these signs.
Deconstruction, in contrast, analyzes the text, or in the case of artworks, the
“text,” in terms of binary oppositions, 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 associated 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 contempor-
ary 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 exegetical
interpretation® 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.’® These new approaches
have resonated, in particular, in the areas of vision, reception, narratology, and
gender.”’ Other areas might be said to be affected in a significant, if relatively
indirect, way by post-colonial theory.*?

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 patronage and collecting, which, at times, may now invest-
igate 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.™
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But none of this means that proven methodologies have simply been cast
aside — non omnia grandior actas, quae fugiamus, habet, “Not everything old
age has is to be spurned,” as Dugdale so boldly stated (see fig. 1-3).°* Good, often
excellent, work continues on stylistic analysis, attribution, dating, biography, and
iconography, whether as discrete topics or as part of broader studies. 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
manuscript illumination may take up feminist issues.”> Work on Gothic architec-
ture 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
reception of the image, and stained glass may employ narratology.®® This is true
for all the areas of architecture, sculpture, painting, stained glass, and the sump-
tuous arts.”” Some subjects that were of concern in the past have now become
virtually distinct areas of research, including architectural layout, sculptural pro-
grams, spolia, the monstrous, and the marginal.®® While important monographic
studies continue to appear, specific groups of artworks — sometimes institu-
tionally based, sometimes thematically — have taken on a new interest, such as
the art of the Cistercian Order, the illustration of saints’ lives, and the art of the
pilgrimage.”” 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.®
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 spirituality 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 univer-
sally 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
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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 an MA in medieval art history
at Oxford in 1910°' — 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 multiplicity of approaches within art history, whose basic
impetus has been, in large part, modern relativism, suggests to some that the dis-
cipline 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 previ-
ous 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 know-
ledge; such current interests, of course, not being in any way monolithic or
accepted uncritically. For some, methodological 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 methodologies 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 pos-
itive multiplicity of approaches as called for, most notably, by Hans Belting
in 1983, whether or not this has matched Belting’s personal conception.
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 present 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



INTRODUCTION: HISTORIOGRAPHY EEE 39

(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 Clairvaux’s famous Apologia.®> But, despite the
popularity of this book (nine million copies sold; 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 West-
ern 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 generation, 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, domination and freedom, the looking backward and the looking
forward, the memory of empire and the growth of urbanism, regionalism and
internationalization, 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. Relevancy, 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 justification 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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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.!

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’ 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, in a recent book, Moshe Barasch has treated the “mental
image” of blindness. 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 itinerant beggar who can be either devious or virtuous. The
Middle Ages additionally 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
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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 culturally 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.
One might hope that a chapter like this, and the increasing interest in concepts
of vision that it reflects, will help to make our discipline aware of the valuable
work that has been done within its own boundaries.

Given the impossibility of constructing a coherent historiography because of
the reasons noted above, I will not attempt to treat the subject chronologically,
cither 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 con-
ceptual categories to outline the complexities of the topic.

Of course, the first task must be a definition of terms. The fundamental
understanding 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
tuller and more contextually grounded treatment can be found in an article on
Augustine by Margaret Miles, a scholar of religion. Finally, Jettrey Hamburger
has contributed significantly to this tradition by clarifying the limits and possib-
ilities of the application of Augustine’s ideas to the treatment of art.?

Augustine’s treatment of vision occurs in his treatise On the Literal Meaning
of Genesis.* In that treatise, the Church Father discusses Paul’s visions from 2
Corinthians 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. In fact, Augustine did not discuss art at all in this commen-
tary; 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
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of discussion in recent years, particularly distinguished by the work of Steven
Kruger.® 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.® Made up of images, garnered from
corporeal vision, they have the potential for “prophetic insight” (XI1.21.44). 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.”

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.® 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
appropriate and possible for each individual].’

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 summarized'® and art historians
such as Ringbom and Carloyn 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.!

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.!?

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,
its pursuit became not only legitimate, but obligatory.”"® 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
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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 tradi-
tion which he characterizes as the epistemology of light, “the process of acquir-
ing knowledge of unchanging Platonic forms is considered analogous to corporeal
vision, through the eye.”* 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 domin-
ate reception.'® Again, light and its divine origin plays an important part.

Thus far, T 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 crea-
tion. For example, the early medieval literary scholar Giselle de Nie, in attempt-
ing 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.”'® 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.'”” De Nie concludes that
both modern anthropology and philosophy can help to explain the antique and
carly 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.”'® She
uses the example of a miracle in which a man was healed through the contem-
plation 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.”"” Nevertheless, de Nie rarely discusses art images, and the com-
plications of transferring these provocative ideas about vision to art are many.*’

As long as three decades ago, another literary scholar, Ruth Cline, demon-
strated the connection between looking and love in medieval texts, an associ-
ation forged through theories of vision.?! Current scholarship links similar, but
significantly different categories — desire and the gaze. Among medieval literary
scholars, 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
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women’s bodies in medieval texts are shaped by gendered social conventions
governing the rights and restrictions on looking.”** 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 gen-
erative process, one that creates self through its very apprehension of the other.”**
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.?* 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.”® Very recently, the historian Suzannah Biernoff has
integrated this material, describing the interrelationship 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 extramission 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 physio-
logical process, “vision is always mediated by discourses about vision.”*®

Hal Foster most decisively defined this concept of the cultural construction of
vision for art history, using the term visuality. He noted, “difference, many
differences, among how we see, how we are able, allowed or made to see, and
how we see this seeing or the unseen therein.”?” In the substantial wake of other
historians of modern art, including Jonathan Crary and Martin Jay, medieval art
historians have begun to explicate 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;*® and the
organization of a symposium by Robert Nelson at the University of California
Los Angeles in 1995 to consider a wide variety of aspects of pre-modern visuality.
The introduction of the published volume and five of its essays concern the
Middle Ages or its antecedents.”

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, litur-
gical, and epiphanic.”® In an intentional confrontation with the frontal image
that returns the viewer’s gaze, “viewing the sacred is a process of divesting the
spectator 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.”?!

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 pres-
ence 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.”*
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Robert Nelson, like Elsner, wants to treat the “cultural construction and
maintenance” 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.”*

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.**

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,% 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.”*

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).*” 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 . .. semsus communis, which appre-
hended 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.*®

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 oftfers, but certain themes domin-
ate 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, 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 the-
ology. 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 pro-
nouncement 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.*” 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 low-
ered, 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 phenom-
enon, 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.*’

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 commemo-
rative art.*’ 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. Complications arise in aspects of the way that Gregory presents his case.
He notes an emotional element and the striking quality of visual imagery. Mem-
ories 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.”* 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 “tangential” issues are the ones
that later medieval commentators turn to and build upon.*
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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
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
intentness 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 1110f.*

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 manu-
facture 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
reliquaries). 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. 2-1), 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.*

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.” Musto argues that the upper cover of the Lindau Gospels



F1GURE 2-1 “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.
Reproduced courtesy of Bildarchiv Foto Marburg.



VISION EEE 53

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. 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
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.*®

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.* 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.*
Furthermore, the investigation of certain isolated narrative scenes, particularly
moments of Christ’s divine epiphany such as the Transfiguration and the Ascen-
sion, has proven particularly fruitful in revealing possible mental processes set in
motion by medieval images. Such studies include Jas (then John) Elsner’s treat-
ment of the Transfiguration at Sinai as well as Robert Deshman’s discussion of
the Ascension in Anglo-Saxon art.’! 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 “dis-
appearance,” allowing the viewer to begin to see His true and divine nature with
the “eyes of mind.”*

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 intrica-
cies of theological meaning? And in particular, can art explicate or facilitate the
relationship 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
anagogical effect.®® For example, he argues that in the Apocalypse frontispiece
from the Touronian Bible in London (BL Add. Ms. 10546, 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”
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of the author portrait 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 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.”"*

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 Jeftrey 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 signific-
ant 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.®®

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 accom-
pany 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 figura 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 Augus-
tine’s City of God to argue that the comparative approach represents essential
aspects of the structure of knowledge and encourages the viewer to think more
deeply about the world. Anne-Marie Bouché even argued that the Florefte Bible
frontispieces directed their own interpretation in a puzzle-like procedure that
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privileged hermeneutic processes. In a talk that discussed primarily popular and
liturgical sources of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, Thomas Lentes focused
on the spiritual senses and discussed how vision — “you are what you see” —
shaped the person. (Of particular interest is how these ideas have precedents in
the ecarlier Middle Ages.>) 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 know-
ledge. 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 remark-
ably rich picture of the possibilities of medieval images in explicating and even
advancing theology.””

Surprisingly, at the Princeton conference, one of the richest veins of theolog-
ical imagery concerning vision from the Middle Ages remained untapped.
We can end here with a further consideration of “Last Things”: illustrations of
the Revelation of John. Suzanne Lewis has discussed the manuscript history of
the many versions of the fantastic book, finding particular interest and narrative
richness in the thirteenth- and fourteenth-century Anglo-Norman examples.™
According to Barbara Nolan, in her groundbreaking book The Gothic Visionary
Perspective, however, issues concerning vision were already broached in Apocalypse
manuscripts and frescoes from the Romanesque period. Nolan detects shared
“visionary” elements in literature and art, largely based on Apocalypse comment-
ary,” 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.”® Nolan is particularly interested in the theology of Richard of St
Victor who, in a variation 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,”®" but this
ascent is through imagery: “Fixed on that light of eternity, he draws into himself
the likeness of the image he perceives.”® As Nolan clarifies, this “visionary
approach to God was personal and vertical rather than social and historical”.%?
Indeed, in this material we see the beginnings of a focus on the devotional use
of vision.**

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.”* But Bede was also inter-
ested 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
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better contemplate a certain “amabilem . . . aspectum,” to recall the grace of the
Incarnation, and to allow viewers to judge themselves when they see the Last
Judgment.®® 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.®”

Perhaps reflecting this possibility, an abbreviated text of Revelation that
introduces 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 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.”® 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. 2-2).

Although he notes that Beatus, the most famous of Apocalypse comment-
ators, 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
carlier insights into the context of Augustinian commentaries on sight.*

By the time of Rupert of Deutz (¢.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 experience of beatitude.””® 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 Jeftrey Hamburger).

In St. Jobn 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 identi-
fication [with God].” He describes the pathway, images of the divinized John
the Evangelist, as: “A figure of contemplative ascent, [who] incorporates, anti-
cipates, and enacts the process of elevation [for the viewer],” in escaping mere
similitude and reaching identity, the purified soul uses John’s exemplar because,
as Aquinas held, his vision was high, wide, and perfect (alta, ampla, perfecta).”!
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,



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



FIGURE 2-3  Omne Bonum, fourteenth century. London: British Library,
Royal MS 6 E VI, fol. 16r. Reproduced courtesy of the British Library.
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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 John
and other saints.”? The Omne Bonum, an illuminated fourteenth-century ency-
clopedia 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. 2-3).7 It illustrates a papal constitution of 1336 which settled a contro-
versy 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 Dialggues. 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 illumination escapes the upper registers to
illuminate even the fallen vision of earthly things (just as one learns of God in
viewing his creation).”* 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.

Notes

1 I would particularly like to thank Jeffrey Hamburger for sharing a bibliography that
he produced for a seminar at Harvard, although any errors of omission are mine
alone. Unfortunately, neither “vision” nor “visuality” has yet become a key word in
bibliographic tools or in titles (except in its sense as visions) and too much of the
bibliography that I discuss here has come to my attention by chance. I am certain
that T have missed other equally interesting studies and I ask that their authors
excuse my oversight.

2 T will use “visions” for the latter meaning.

Ringbom, Icon to Narrative, Miles, “Vision”; Hamburger, Rothschild Canticles, p. 165.

4 An English translation can be found in St Augustine. The Literal Meaning of Genesis,
pp. 41-2.

5 Kruger, Dreaming. See also the last chapter of Schmitt, Ghosts in the Middle Ages,
and Miller, Dreams in Late Antiquity. For dreams as a higher level of vision and
purity see Elliott, Fallen Bodies.
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Kruger, Dreaming, esp. pp. 41, 130.

Ibid., p. 62.

Ibid., pp. 79, 80, 49, 54.

Ibid., p. 190.

Aubrun, “Caracteres.”

Ringbom, “Some Pictorial Conventions,” and Carty, “Dream Images.” See also
Carty’s University of Michigan dissertation. [On narrative, see chapter 4 by Lewis in
this volume (ed.) ]

Carruthers, The Book of Memory.

Lindberg, Theories of Vision, p. 99.

Ibid., p. 95.

Ibid., p. 109.

De Nie, “Iconic Alchemy,” p. 159, quoting Devisch, Weaving the Threads of Life,
p. 280.

De Nie, “Iconic Alchemy,” p. 246.

Ibid., p. 160.

Ibid., pp. 162, 163.

See De Nie, “Poet as visionary,” as well as Hahn, “Visio Dei,” Kessler, Spiritunl
Seeiny, and Dale, “Monsters.”

Cline, “Heart and Eyes.”

Stanbury, “Feminist Film Theory,” p. 47; see also Stanbury, Seeing the Gawain-Poet
and “Feminist Masterplots.”

“Feminist Film Theory,” pp. 54, 63.

Bryson, Vision and Painting, esp. ch. 5; see also Bryson, “The Gaze.”

[On gender and medieval art, see chapter 6 by Kurmann-Schwarz in this volume (ed.). ]
Biernoft, Sight and Embodiment, pp. 41, 44.

Foster, Vision and Visuality, ix.

Trachtenberg, The Dominion of the Eye.

Nelson, ed., Visuality Before and Beyond.

Elsner, “Between Mimesis and Divine Power: Visuality in the Greco-Roman World,”
p. 46. (Jas Elsner, formerly John Elsner.)

Ibid., p. 61.

Frank, “The Pilgrim’s Gaze in the Age Before Icons,” p. 108; see also Frank, The
Memory of the Eyes.

Nelson, “To Say and to See,” pp. 145, 155.

Hahn, “Visio Dez: Changes in Medieval Visuality.”

As was my essay, then called “Structuring Medieval Vision.”

Camille, “Before the Gaze,” p. 217.

Camille, Gothic Art: Glorious Visions, p. 12.

Ibid., p. 23.

Dondaine, “L’Objet et le ‘medium’ de la vision béatifique.” See also Sandler, “Face
to Face with God.”

See Kessler’s notes for his bibliography in Spiritual Seeing, 225ft.

[On Gregory the Great and image theory, see chapter 7 by Kessler in this volume
(ed.).]

Pastoral Care, 81 (11.10). This passage discusses the correction of sin, but Gregory’s
aside on images is not any less interesting for that. Immediately afterwards he gives
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a visual example with which a “teacher” will reveal “vision” to “mundane hearts”
(p- 83). Furthermore, he repeats the idea almost verbatim in the Moralia in lob,
XXVI.VI65.

Hahn, Portrayed on the Heart, pp. 48-9. Also see Kessler, Spiritual Seeing, 118-25.
Kessler puts this forgery into context within Hadrian’s efforts to counter the icono-
clastic thrust of the Libri Carolini. He quotes it in his letter to Charlemagne: see
Kessler, Spiritual Seeing, p. 123.

Again Kessler discusses the latter in terms of the importance of the “copy” within
the discourse of “images made without hands.” These images, although they justify
the making of art — they are after all material images created miraculously — none-
theless in some sense are not “material.” Kessler notes that they “float” above their
supposed material matrix and are only seen in copies, sometimes pairs or multiple
copies together that collectively reference their divine origin: Spiritual Seeing, p. 83.
Hahn, “Visio De:,” pp. 178-83.

Musto, “John Scottus Eriugena,” p. 13, quoting the Periphyseon V, ed. Migne PL
CXXII, 945, trans. Sheldon Williams, p. 624.

Dale, “Monsters, Corporeal Deformities and Phantasms.” [On the monstrous, see
chapter 12 by Dale in this volume (ed.).]

Caviness, “Simple Perception”; see also Hahn, Portrayed.

See Hahn, “Absent No Longer.”

Elsner, “The Viewer and the Vision”; Deshman, “Another Look at the Disappear-
ing Christ.”

Deshman, “Another Look at the Disappearing Christ,” pp. 533f.

In Spiritual Seeing, pp. xv.

Ibid., pp. 124, 144.

Flyer for the conference, “The Mind’s Eye: Art and Theological Argument in the
Medieval West.”

Rahner, “Début d’une doctrine” and “La Doctrine des ‘sens spirituels’.”
The organizers have promised that the papers from this conference at Princeton will
be published. The Utrecht conference papers will also be published.

Lewis, Reading Imayes.

Nolan, The Gothic Visionary Perspective, p. 5.

Ibid., p. xv.

Ibid., p. 37 (In apocalypsim, 687).

Ibid., p. 34 (Ben Maj. IV, ii in PL. CXCVI 147-8).

Ibid., p. 4.

Caviness has also discussed the “third mode” of seeing and its potential for the
interpretation of medieval art that attempts to portray the divine: “Images of divine
order.” She discusses the first mode in “The Simple Perception of Matter”; in other
essays she suggests feminist dimensions of vision: see, for example, “Artist: “To See,
Hear, and Know All at Once’.”

Nolan, Gothic Visionary Perspective, pp. 5, 7.

Ibid., pp. 56-7 (PL XCIV 718).

Ibid., p. 9.

Ibid., pp. 55 n32, pp. 65-7, and figure 9.

Klein, “From the Heavenly to the Trivial.”

Nolan, Gothic Visionary Perspective, pp. 16-17, 19.
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71 Hamburger, St. John, pp. 203, 164, 56.

72 Dondaine, “L’Objet et le ‘medium’ de la vision béatifique.”
73 Sandler, “Face to Face with God.”

74 Hamburger, “Speculations on Speculation.”
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Reception of Images
by Medieval Viewers

Madeline Harrison Caviness

Notions as to how medieval objects and buildings functioned for their first
users, and how they looked to their first viewers, have expanded very rapidly in
recent decades. Much art history followed literary criticism in a shift of focus
from the planning and creation of a work — including its pictorial and textual
sources — to the processes of constructing meanings and assigning values through
reader/viewer responses.’ This paradigm shift has been broadly defined as “the
transformation of the history of art into a history of images.” 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 recoverable from the author’s [or
artist’s] intentions, is produced dynamically through the interaction between
text [or image] and reader (or viewer).”* We might think of this as a move from
interrogation of all that lay “behind” the creation of the work, including any
sources believed by earlier scholars to fix 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 predictably
developed historical models that go further than literary reader-response criti-
cism in attempting to (re)construct medieval readings.* Thus the paradigm
continues to be central to our field even though the theoretical debates go
back to the 1980s.

Either mode of interrogation, whether of the circumstances leading to pro-
duction, 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. I will endeavor
to restrict “reception” here to responses by the generation or two that viewed
the work in its original cultural and spatial context. When reader/viewer
responses are traced down to the present time they constitute a reception history
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(Rezeptionsgeschichte), and this branch of inquiry has claimed the term “recep-
tion theory.”® Art historians have learned to examine their own biases by atten-
tion to historiography and reception history, and such perceptions 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 Cistercian Abbot of Clairvaux
and the Benedictine Abbot Suger of St Denis have been mediated through such
influential modern scholars of iconography as Emile Mile and Erwin Panofsky.°
As Arthur Watson and Peter Kidson have pointed out, they exaggerated Suger’s
creative role, the “originality” of his projects, and therefore the influence of
St Denis elsewhere.” The power of Suger’s textualization of the St Denis projects,
the availability of this text to modern scholars, and the allure of having a name
that could displace anonymity, must have contributed to these easily repeated
claims. However, stepping aside from such debates about primacy and attribu-
tion, it is possible to find new ways to read both the texts and the visual objects
associated with them, from the perspective of their medieval reception. Broadly
speaking, there are two avenues of approach to reception: As medieval historians
we can weigh modern notions of decoding visual symbols according to semiot-
ics, psychoanalysis, cognitive science, and so on, along with medieval theories of
signs, personae, and optics. And we can attempt to contextualize the medieval
experience of a work of art by constructing an individual viewer (for instance the
young queen who owned it), or a group that might have had a shared experi-
ence of the work.

What kinds of sources exist to indicate how medieval viewers reacted to visual
objects? Functions that have been proposed for works of art range from provid-
ing spontaneous pleasure, altered consciousness, instruction, to even salutary
terror. Yet 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. There was nothing comparable to our modernist
discourse of judicial criticism, largely because works did not circulate as com-
mercial production. Praise of a new enterprise tended to be couched in generalit-
ies 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.”
Since 1935 Ananda Coomaraswamy, Edgar de Bruyne, Meyer Schapiro, and
most recently Umberto Eco are among scholars who have drawn on such texts
to formulate some notion of medieval aesthetics.” 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, some of whom had much in common with a
modern secular audience. In his eagerness to claim a delight in non-religious
motifs, Schapiro almost overlooked the cultural distance that separates a medi-
eval audience from us. Eco, on the other hand, was determined to historicize
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medieval viewers, but depended on a surprisingly 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 sub-
stantiate pleasurable responses in a particular medieval audience.

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
the motivation for copying may not have been aesthetic. Richard Krautheimer
long ago noted that the many buildings that medieval viewers claimed as imita-
tions 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
some modernists have assumed), or whether the essential similarity was numerical
(twelve columns; eight sides, etc.) or conceptual (hexagonal and round, both
being central-planned).'? Accounts by travelers proved to be useful in plotting
reception because their descriptions were as “inaccurate” as the built copies.

The tendency to build ever more resplendent churches in northern France in
the twelfth and thirteenth centuries has an element of competition attested to in
the works themselves. Suger’s contemporary, Abbot Odo of St Remi in Reims,
redecorated his Carolingian choir, including tomb effigies of ancient rulers.'?
Then, within twenty years of the completion of the choir that engulfed the
Carolingian crypt of St Denis in 1144, Abbot Peter of Celle rebuilt the choir of
St Remi as an even more sumptuous entity. If these churchmen competed over
a suitable enclosure for royal tombs, their competition over the prestigious cults
of two apostles to France, St Denis and St Remigius, was more commonplace.
Gervase, writing toward the end of the 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.'* In those terms,
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 assump-
tion is supported by Suger, who wished his altar furnishings in St 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.'®

However, we cannot assign higher truth-value to the text than to the effort
invested in the new components of the building; the contrast demonstrates
the rhetorical and political aspects of Suger’s writing project. Gervase’s text has
also been submitted to scrutiny, revealing its justificatory and even post-factum
nature; the rhetorical purpose of Gervase’s praise of the various phases of the
building becomes clearer with the late dating (¢.1199) argued by Carol Davidson
Cragoe.'® Thus such texts can be seen as vehicles for the manipulation of viewers’
reception, rather than truthful accounts of the motivation for a building campaign.
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What of negative reactions? These usually stemmed from a long-standing
Christian anxiety about icons, images, and idols, as well as about the expend-
iture of money on church decorations when it might be given to the poor.'” The
best-known verbal attack on “art” from the High Middle Ages is the famous
Apologin of St Bernard.'® 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. Indeed the disagreement 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 clear distinc-
tion drawn by both sides between different groups that we would now call
“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 contemplation or
to understanding scripture, but there is a note of disdain in Bernard’s character-
ization of the laity.

Another aspect that emerges from the occasional verbal attacks on new build-
ing programs, as well as from the silences in Suger’s text, is that novelty and
inventiveness had no currency per se in a world that regarded departures from
accepted wisdom as heretical.?® In this critical climate it is all the more likely
that texts such as Suger’s, that praise new works and their patrons, should be
regarded as self-justificatory rhetoric.”! Barbara Abou-el-Haj has cast doubt on
the “cult of 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.”® 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 Jonathan Alexander.”* We have to
conclude that the silent lay people 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.

The clearest indication of disapprobation is iconoclasm, but it was severely
punished as heresy prior to the Reformation and thus quite rare. One of the
charges against the Templars who were burned early in the fourteenth century
is that they defiled the cross.** As with the later Lollards and Hussites, we are
plunged into issues concerning devotion that verged on /atria (worship) on one
hand, and a profound skepticism about mere carvings on the other.”® Sarah
Stanbury uses the desecration and burning of a wooden statue of St Katherine
by alleged Lollards, as described in Henry Knighton’s Chronicle of 1337-96, to
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elucidate these tensions, and notes a new source of anxiety, the beginnings of
a market for such costly objects.”® 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 used Christ’s sufterings to come to terms with their own, and were often
buried with it.”” This quintessential Christian icon was so 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.?®

During the High Middle Ages occasional censorship of images was accom-
panied 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.”” The former may have been of the type men-
tioned as having produced a frenzy of popular devotion in a village near London
in 1306, such that the churchmen decided to hide it away. This is a very
interesting case, showing that the Church struggled to maintain control over the
use and form of images. In the fitteenth century Jean Gerson criticized the
opening Virgin statues 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. 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 held that the kiss, rather than a miracle, made her pregnant with
the Virgin Mary.*

Prudishness was on the increase during the later Middle Ages. Despite a
considerable tolerance of — even liking for — scatology in texts and representa-
tions, there are instances of bowdlerism such as the erasure of genitalia that may
be expressions of fear or disgust on the part of some medieval viewer.*' Such
actions hint at a gulf between the Western theological position on images that
did not allow them, as mere signs, any power in themselves, and popular beliefs
that attributed magic-working powers to them as if they were the referent.
There is a growing literature on the power of images that invited destructive as
well as devotional acts.*” The institutionalization of ritual curses directed at relics
when they failed to answer people’s prayers was revealed by Patrick Geary, and
the discovery aided our understanding of the process of embellishing reliquaries
in order to empower the relics.*

In fact, the attitudes to the material objects made for the cult of saints have
received much attention.** Ilene Forsyth’s book on portable wooden sculptures
of the Virgin and Child was a precursor. Although she does not emphasize
reception, her chapter on “Function” cites medieval texts to indicate their occa-
sional use as reliquaries, and their roles in devotional practices, religious proces-
sions, and secular rituals.*® The reliquary statue of St Foi that resided in her
church in Conques has become a paradigmatic case-study, and the literature on
it also indicates how such interest can change the canon (fig. 3-1). St Foi stub-
bornly resisted any focus on a moment of creation, since she is a composite



FIGURE 3-1 Reliquary statue of St Foi (St Faith), ninth/tenth century, with
additions. Conques Abbey, treasury. Photo: Erich Lessing/Art Resource, NY.
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work, an assemblage built up on a Roman core with accretions of gemstones
throughout the Middle Ages that constitute a material record of reception. Her
archaeology has now been firmly established by Jean Taralon.*® But it is in the
area of reception that the most impressive work has been done. In a series of
articles and books, Pamela Sheingorn and Kathleen Ashley have elucidated the
role played by this reliquary statue in local ritual and belief systems, as indicated
in her life and miracle book.?” Bernard of Angers, who wrote the first two books
of the miracles some time after 1010, explained in a letter to Bishop Fulbert of
Chartres — which serves as a preface — 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.”*® He also
feared that statues such as hers were idols worthy of Jupiter or Mars.*” The texts
in the Book of Sainte Foi give innumerable insights into the powers that people
believed were invested in the relics and their precious encasing, and reveal the
strength of belief in the necessity of its presence for cures, and even for civil
transactions. The case has now passed into at least one introductory textbook.*’

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 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 would not, and that each decoding brings new
meanings. But to what extent did the iconographic conventions of medieval art
ensure a degree of common response among an informed community of view-
ers? 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 a kind that have been
elucidated by Adolf Katzenellenbogen for the Marian programs of Chartres
Cathedral.*! A widespread tradition of twelfth-century exegesis constructed four
levels of meaning for sacred symbols.*? 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 that had been
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.

However, keeping in mind the example “Virgin and Child,” postmodern
scholars have been concerned with a different kind of multivalence, arising from
resonances that may be specific to various medieval viewing communities. Con-
textual art history provided a major step toward the exploration of medieval
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audiences, as in Linda Seidel’s pioneering article on the view canons might have
taken of a sculpted figure of Salome.** 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.* She suggested 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, I have suggested that there were other learned — as opposed to
learned — responses to this serenely seated female figure with an infant on her
lap: To a pregnant or recently birthed mother approaching a portal such as the
one on the west fagade of Chartres Cathedral, the Virgin’s seated position with
knees wide apart could connote safe and painless birthing.** Such responses
cannot be proven by texts concerning the Virgin Mary (although of course she
was prayed to for fertility and safe birthing), but they can be supported from
images of birthing and by non-theological discourses such as that of gynecology.
Construction of a woman’s viewing position has also informed Kathleen Nolan’s
study of the mothers whose grief is vividly depicted 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.*”

Yet another dimension has been added to French Gothic portal sculpture and
stained glass by studies of the liturgy, especially the ordinaries or processionals.*®
Analyses such as those by Margot Fassler serve to situate these works at Chartres
in a performative space, where cyclic rituals animate them on a temporary basis,
much as the later altarpieces were successively opened and closed during the
liturgical year.*” This hermeneutic posits meanings that are constructed in spe-
cific viewing contexts. The works were interactive with their audience, a func-
tion 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 St Denis, is the elaborate enameled base whose Old Testament
scenes were completed by New Testament antitypes when the processional cross
was placed in it.*® Yet for liturgical objects, it has to be remembered how elitist
the user-group was, restricted in fact to the priesthood, with a viewing commu-
nity of those in close proximity to the altar. 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. 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 the monastic
community that had the possibility of studying the Latin verses painted in
them.?! Some of these inscriptions reiterated the sung text that they knew from
the liturgy, and one window seems to have been moved up from the crypt in the
thirteenth century so that it could be included in processions (fig. 3-2).>



F1GUre 3-2 The Apotheosis of St Benedict, ¢.1144, from the Abbey Church of
St Denis; the scroll is inscribed with a verse from his mass. Paris: Musée national du
moyen age — thermes et hotel de Cluny. Photo: Réunion des musées nationaux/
Art Resource, NY.
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Yet stained glass was such a monumental and brilliant medium that it could
resonate on a less learned level for a wider audience. Vast Gothic windows lent
themselves to elaborate narratives that seldom had any text for identification of
the events. Wolfgang Kemp used the term “sermo corporeus” to invoke the
materiality of stained glass as a medium for preaching.”® In a sermon written in
about the mid-thirteenth-century, Cardinal Eudes de Chiteauroux recalled that
as a child a layman 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. My own study of biblical windows, notably those that expand on the
story of Joseph in Egypt, goes in the same direction.”® 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.’® 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, and respected books as objects.

Several scholars have raised another very significant problem of alterity: Is our
visual perception the same as that of medieval people? A propos Abbot Suger’s
St 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-Dionysius the Areopagite’s treatise that was probably known in St
Denis, which posited Divine Darkness as the necessary corollary of Divine Light.?’
Suger’s use of the term clarus for light/bright in relation to his windows has
also been re-evaluated in the context of medieval theories of transparency.®® Yet
modern notions of the wavelength 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.” We are not yet in a
position to resolve the contradiction between the learned belief that blue was
the darkest color in some absolute sense and Purkinje’s empirical finding that
a shift occurred in reduced light whereby blue appears brighter than red.®
Is it possible that theological truth overrode optical events that we take to be
scientifically true? The discussion has shifted from optics to visuality, such that
Michel Pastoureau recently referred to color perception as a “complex cultural
construct.”®!

There may have been other fundamental differences that framed medieval
perceptions of images, as indicated in the range of essays in a recent collection
published by Robert Nelson.®> Camille pointed out 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 connotations as being bewitched,
or even of becoming like the object of view.”® Suzannah Biernoff has written
the first history of medieval sight and vision (as distinct from optics) that takes
alterity fully into account, coining the term “carnal vision.”®* 1 have adapted
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gaze theory to medieval frameworks, even though it originated with Laura
Mulvey’s application of Freudian precepts to gendered viewing in the context
of modern cinema.®® It provided rich ground to look at hegemonic viewing
situations in the High Middle Ages, and to understand some of the fears
surrounding sight(s).

A mnemonic function for images is more intuitive to a present-day audience,
since we are familiar with it in our textbooks. Mary Carruthers’s extensive work
on medieval textual practices, and the attention she paid to images in books, was
paralleled by art historians such as Suzanne Lewis, who pursued the question in
relation to visual recall.® Yet it has been more popular to 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 this practice.®”
Hamburger has studied the use of images in the “pastoral care” of nuns (cura
monialinum) as evoked by the writings of a Dominican, Henry Suso. He is at
pains to identify the different communities who would have had access to this
text (orally or otherwise), and to indicate its value for nuns.®® His study of the
medieval reception history of a Byzantine icon, as recounted in the Liber
miraculorum of Unterlinden is even more clearly focused.”” In a more recent
article he reexamined the use of two images from Hildegard of Bingen’s Scivias
by Joannis Tauler, whose sermon was preached to Dominican nuns in Cologne
in 1339.7° Tauler’s text leaves little doubt about the expectation that such
visionary images, even 150 years after their making, could lead the viewer’s
mind away from worldly things to higher truths, and to a higher state of con-
sciousness. Suger had made the same claim for his precious, jeweled furnishings
200 years earlier, but the concept is elaborated by Tauler.”*

A disadvantage of this approach is that it once more emphasizes the orthodox
religious aspect of medieval visual culture, and privileges texts over images — as
Maile’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.”” The example of Tauler suggests the extent to which these 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.

Postmodern readings allow for reactions to “devotional images” that medieval
and modern discourses have suppressed. Examined against the dominant culture,
they may be viewed as pornographic, erotic, sadoerotic, abject, or masochistic.
The humorous has often been added for marginalia. One example of such
divergent readings must suffice here, though it is part of a larger enterprise
to “queer” the Middle Ages: Whereas Morgan and Hamburger insist on the
gaping side wound of Christ as only-a-bleeding-wound, Karma Lochrie and
I have associated it with a life-giving vulva, especially when it is isolated from
his body (fig. 3-3).” Even though Hamburger allows a sexual attraction
between Catherine of Siena adoring a bloodied Christ on the cross, his phrasing



FIGURE 3-3 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. Photo: The Metropolitan
Museum of Art.
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FIGURE 3-4 St Catherine sucking Christ’s side wound, Raymund of Capua, Lifz of
St Catherine of Siena, fifteenth century. Paris: Bibliotheque nationale de France,
MS All. 34, f. 43v. Photo: Bibliotheque nationale de France.

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. 3-4).”7* Lochrie’s read-
ing of texts and images plausibly argues “an open mesh of polysemy”; a Franciscan
treatise known as the Stzmulus Amoris refers to the union (copulo) of mouth
and wound, queering the reading. Once more, a pioneering contextual study
by Ilene Forsyth had opened up the question of homosexual desire in the
monasteries.”®

One other category of medieval art cannot be left out, because its multivalence
and openness has made it one of the most contested: Images in the margins,
whether of manuscript pages, embroideries, portals, stained-glass windows,
ivories, or choir stalls. These motifs were not always in the service of a text, but
the debate as to whether or not they had higher meanings for their audience
was engaged in the nineteenth century.”® Some modern exegetes claimed the
margins as a zone for dialogic laughter, unconscious doodles, or pagan survivals.
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Recent trends epitomize the available models for constructing medieval recep-
tion: universal, community-based, or individual. It is the latter that I want to
emphasize in closing.

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 to a much older king in
1324.”7 Jonathan Culler’s notion of “reading as a woman” had usefully sug-
gested that resisting readings are not easily produced (or subjective), but are the
result of a conscious act of constructing oneself as a reader.”® However, his
project was suspect since it risked essentializing “women” as a monolithic com-
munity. Hence my aim was to “imagine” the 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 the model has proved useful in other
case-studies, such as Anne Rudloftf Stanton’s work on the Psalter of Isabelle
(Jeanne’s sister-in-law).”” Several scholars’ findings extend convincingly to the
choices of religious subjects, that operated like exempla in sermons, as Lilian
Randall long ago argued.®® Yet if we 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? What distinguishes current notions of reception is a
willingness to allow for shifting and contrary readings, and to speculate about
subversive elements.®!

Notes

1 Reader-response criticism, or affective stylistics, originated in Rezeptionsisthetik
in the early 1960s Konstanz school. Its early history has been outlined by Paul de
Man in the introduction to the translation of one of the works most concerned
with history, Jauss, Toward an Aesthetic of Reception, pp. vii-xxix. Jauss’s chapter
“Art History and Pragmatic History” appeals 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 the process of continuous mediation of past and present art” (p. 62).

2 “Introduction,” to Bryson et al., Visual Culture, p. xvii.

3 Malina, “Reader-Response Criticism,” and Rabinowitz, “Reader-Response Theory”
give very clear synopses of various approaches to the construction of meaning.
For my purposes, “texts” as discussed by literary critics are interchangeable with
“images.”

4 Bennett, ed., Readers and Reading, pp. 4, 6-15, has outlined the directions taken
by textual critics in the 1990s, when many did problematize the notion of a uni-
versal reader by positing responses by contemporary groups, such as women, and
to some degree by historical audiences. This anthology contains a useful list of
“Key Concepts” (pp. 235-40), and suggestions for “Further Reading” (pp. 241-
53). See also Malina, “Reader-Response Criticism.”
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Malina, “Reader-Response Criticism,” p. 338. A fuller account of the German
contributions to the field of reception history and theory is given by Geert Lernout,
“Reception Theory,” in Groden and Kreiswirth, eds., The Johns Hopkins Guide,
pp. 610-11.

Male, L’Art religienx, pp. 168-70, 174-5. Suger, De Administratione 27, pp. 46—
8, commentary pp. 164-5. In order to ground this theoretical discussion, I will
refer a range of interpretive strategies to this example of North European art.
Watson, “Suger and the First Tree of Jesse,” pp. 77-82; Kidson, “Panofsky, Suger
and St Denis.”

Heslop, “Attitudes to the Visual Arts.”

Coomaraswamy, “Medieval Aesthetic”; de Bruyne, Etudes d’esthétique Médicvale,
esp. II, pp. 69-107.

Schapiro, “On the Aesthetic Attitude,” p. 2.

Eco, Art and Beanty. This is despite his wish to separate aesthetic theories from
“the realities of the age” (p. 1).

Krautheimer, “Introduction to an Iconography.”

Caviness, Sumptuous Arts, pp. 23-6, 36-7.

Gervase, “History of the Burning.” Interestingly, his translator finds it necessary to
apologize for this viewpoint (p. xiii), but does not challenge Gervase’s view — one
suspects not only as a gesture to historicity but also because the contemporary High
Anglican movement in Britain valued hagiography.

Suger, De Administratione 33, p. 64. [On pilgrimage art, see chapter 28 by Gerson
in this volume (ed.).]

Cragoe, “Reading and Rereading Gervase.”

Characteristic arguments are included in Mango, The Art of the Byzantine Empire,
pp. 149-77; and Davis-Weyer, Early Medieval Art, pp. 37—-49.

Rudolph, The Things of Greater Importance, pp. 10-12, 232-87 (Latin and
English).

Ibid., pp. 10, 278-81.

Critical comments on the new constructional style, by Alexander Neckham and
Peter the Chanter who would have been in Paris when Notre-Dame was being
rebuilt, are given in translation by Frisch, Gothic Art, pp. 30-3.

[On patronage, see chapter 9 by Caskey in this volume (ed.).]

Frisch, Gothic Art, p. 25; cf. Abou-el-Haj, “Artistic Integration,” p. 221.
Alexander, “Art History.”

Caviness, “Iconoclasm and Iconophobia,” p. 100, with sources.

Kamerick, Popular Piety and Art, esp. pp. 13—42 for disputes concerning the Lollards.
Sarah Stanbury, “The Vivacity of Images,” pp. 131-50.

Dufty, “Devotion to the Crucifix,” pp. 21-5.

Aston, “Iconoclasm in England,” p. 183.

Camille, Gothic Idol, pp. 231-2. Heslop, “Attitudes to the Visual Arts,” p. 26, has
more details about the problematic crucifix.

Molanus, De historia SS, p. 393.

Camille, “Obscenity under Erasure”; Caviness, “Obscenity and Alterity.”
Freedberg, The Power of Imayes, Caviness, “Iconoclasm and Iconophobia,” pp. 99—
100.

Geary, “Humiliation of Saints.”
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See for instance the articles in Gesta 36 (1997), with bibliography.

Forsyth, Throne of Wisdom, pp. 31-60.

Taralon, “La Majesté d’or.”

Ashley and Sheingorn, Writing Faith; “Sainte Foy on the Loose”; “An Unsenti-
mental View”; Sheingorn, The Book of Sainte Foy.

Sheingorn, The Book of Sainte Foy, p. 39.

Ibid., p. 77.

Diebold, “Brother, What Do You Think?” pp. 139-48.

Katzenellenbogen, The Sculptural Programs, pp. 9-12, 15, 56—-67, 95-102. [For
more on Gothic sculpture in general and the sculpture of Chartres Cathedral in
particular, see chapter 19 by Biichsel in this volume (ed.).]

Caviness, Art in the Medieval West, p. xxx, chs. 2 and 3. [For more on art and
exegesis, see chapter 8 by Hughes in this volume (ed.).]

Although I know of no single text that provides all these readings, each one is
repeated in different contexts, often in anthems and hymns to Mary.

Seidel, “Salome and the Canons.”

Warner, Alone of All Her Sex, esp. part 5.

Caviness, Visualizing Women, p. 8, figs. 5-7.

Nolan, “Ploratus et Ululatus.”

Sauerlinder, “Reliquien, Altire und Portale”; Caviness, “Stained Glass Windows.”
[On sculptural programs and stained glass, see chapters 21 and 26 by Pastan and
Boerner respectively in this volume (ed.).]

Fassler, “Liturgy and Sacred History”; “Mary’s Nativity.” Pioneering work on the
functions and settings of altarpieces was done by van Os, Sienese Altarpieces 1215—
1460: Form, Content, Function, I: 1215-1344; 1I: 1344—-1460.

Suger, De Administratione 32, p. 58.

Hoftmann, “Suger’s ‘Anagogisches Fenster’.”

Caviness, “Stained Glass Windows,” pp. 135-9.

Kemp, Sermo Corporeus; translated as Narratives of Gothic Stained Glass.

Kemp, Narratives, pp. 71-2. [For more on narrative, see chapter 4 by Lewis in this
volume (ed.).]

Caviness, “Biblical Stories in Windows.”

Camille, “Seeing and Reading”; “Visual Signs of the Sacred Page.”

Lillich, “Monastic Stained Glass”; Gage, “Gothic Glass.”

Vasiliu, “Le Mot et le Verre.”

Frodl-kraft, “Farbsprache”; Johnson, Radiance of Chartres, pp. 16-24.

Caviness, “Stained Glass Windows,” p. 140.

Gage, “Colour in History”; Pastoureau, Blue, p. 7. [On vision, see chapter 2 by
Hahn in this volume (ed.).]

Nelson, ed., Visuality, notably the pieces by Nelson, Hahn, and Camille.

Camille, Gothic Idol, pp. 23—4; Huét, “Living Images.” A pioneer in the under-
standing of extramission as an optical theory was Lindberg, Studies in the History of
Medieval Optics, esp. ch. 4.

Biernoft, Sight and Embodiment.

Caviness, Visualizing Women, with extensive bibliographies.

Carruthers, Book of Memory, notably ch. 7, “Memory and the Book,” pp. 221-57.
See also Carruthers, The Craft of Thought; Lewis, Reading Images, pp. 242-59.
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67 Belting, “In Search of Christ’s Body,” esp. pp. 377-490. Belting’s earlier pioneer-
ing work, much of it addressing the function of icons in the West, cannot be dealt
with adequately here. See Belting, The Image and Its Public.

68 Hamburger, The Visual and the Visionary, pp. 198-278.

69 Ibid., pp. 279-315.

70 Hamburger, “Various Writings of Humanity.”

71 Suger, De Administratione 33, pp. 60-2.

72 [On medieval art and gender, see chapter 6 by Kurmann-Schwarz in this volume
(ed.).]

73  Morgan, “Longinus and the Wounded Heart”; Hamburger, The Visual and the
Visionary, pp. 140-3, fig. 2.22; Caviness, Visualizing Women, pp. 158-62, fig. 74;
Lochrie, “Mystical Acts,” fig. 9.2.

74  Hamburger, The Visual and the Visionary, pp. 460-4, figs. 9.20, 9.22, PL. V.

75 Forsyth, “The Ganymede Capital at Vézelay.”

76 An overview of this literature, up to the present time, is available in my e-book:
Caviness, Reframing Medieval Art, ch. 3, sect. “The Shivaree of the Margins.” [For
more on the marginal, see chapter 13 by Kendrick in this volume (ed.).]

77 Caviness, “Patron or Matron.”

78 Culler, On Deconstruction, pp. 43—64. See Malina, “Reader-Response Criticism,”
with bibliography.

79 Stanton, “The Psalter of Isabelle”; Jones and Alexander, “The Annunciation to the
Shepherdess.”

80 Randall, “Exempla as a Source of Gothic Marginal Illumination.”

81 For example: Camille, “Play, Piety and Perversity.”
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Narrative

Suzanne Lewis

To launch an inquiry into the subject of narrative is to confront a formidable,
exponentially expanding body of largely theoretical work. Notwithstanding the
classical formulation of narrative as art in Aristotle’s Poetics, most contemporary
writers begin by asserting its universality, its presence, and indeed necessity in
almost all human discourse, often quoting Roland Barthes’s pivotal essay which
cloquently pronounced: “Like life itself, it is there, international, transhistorical,
transcultural.”’ If we can define narrative as “the representation of an event or a
series of events,”” it is no wonder that “telling stories” occurs in almost infinitely
diverse forms in literature, history, the visual arts (including film and comics),
mass media, and ordinary conversation.

Although this all-encompassing view has recently re-emerged as increasingly
more prevalent, foundational works on modern /postmodern narrative have been
rooted in literary and linguistic theory under the rubric “Narratology,” a sub-
field of communication theory focused primarily on written or oral texts.®> Within
the parameters of narratology, the salient property of narrative is double struc-
turing, that is, the story (histoire) and its telling (discourse or 7écit) by a narrator
who may or may not be identified or present. Although grounded in semiotics,
narratology itself is based on the premise of dichotomous time, creating multiple
barriers to the study of narrative images which, even within picture cycles, are
inherently fixed and static, and are thus constructed to be seen rather than read.
Since, in the words of Wolfgang Kemp, “visual art sets out to be an agent of
optimal, unconditional visibility,”* the analysis of pictorial narrative must of
necessity center on the problematics of the spatialization of time. On the other
hand, the anthropological studies of Claude Lévi-Strauss, the film studies of
Seymour Chatman, and the work of Scott McCloud on comics laid the ground-
work for the recent reintroduction of theoretical writing on pictorial narrative.®
As we shall see, however, the study of story-telling in images has never been the
exclusive domain of art historians, but rather, from the outset has been claimed by
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a wide range of scholars in other fields, opening narrative to a number of inter-
disciplinary approaches to encompass issues of communication and reception.’®

Whereas the central task of art history is the study of visual images, the
issue of “word and image” refocuses attention on the problematic relation of
visual representation to language. As W. J. T. Mitchell points out, contemporary
culture has rendered the interplay of word and image more volatile, complex,
and pervasive, as well as more immediate and demanding: “Whatever else movies
may be, they are clearly complex suturings of visual images and speech, sight
and sound, and (especially in the silent era) image and writing.”” What Richard
Rorty characterized as the “linguistic turn” in the 1960s® has now shifted to
what Mitchell has chosen to call “the pictorial turn,” which he sees as emanating
from Foucault’s exposure of the rift between the discursive and the “visible,” the
crucial fault-line in the “scopic regimes” of modernity.’

Notwithstanding the recent paradigmatic shift to a renewed recognition of
the power of images within the larger theoretical discourses on narrative, we are
still left with Horace’s ancient formulation, “Ut pictura poesis” and the modern
problematic first explored in Lessing’s mid-eighteenth-century Laocoon.'’ Noth-
ing seems more obvious than his claim that literature is an art of time, painting
an art of space. Since 1766, few critics have challenged Lessing’s time—space
dichotomy." In response to the venerable query, “Can pictures tell a story?” the
answer is still another “No.”"? But in the century-and-a-half since Lessing, the
distinction between spatial and temporal arts has become relative, softened and
blurred — witness the screen titles in silent film and comic-strip balloons. In a
largely unsuccessful effort to break down the barriers between Raum and Zeit,
Dagobert Frey in 1929 proposed another binary opposition by characterizing
the Gothic method of representation as “successive” in its dominance of nar-
rative Streifenbild against the notion of “simultaneous” unity developed in the
Renaissance.'?

The critical challenge came in 1960 when E. H. Gombrich shifted the locus
of pictorial meaning from the visual image to the viewer’s perception.'*
Although several decades lapsed before Gombrich’s revolutionary step took hold,
it was his probing of the spectator’s cognitive apparatus that enabled us to link
narrative meaning and interpretation within a framework of cognitive psycho-
logy and cultural conditioning.'® Once the viewer entered the equation of nar-
rator, story, and receptor, our theoretical understanding of pictorial narrative
could be opened to a wider problematic and range of possibilities. Indeed, we
now encounter the following seemingly unproblematic reversal of the process:

Narrative is so much a part of the way we apprehend the world in time that it is
virtually built into the way we see. . .. Even when we look at something as static
and completely spatial as a picture, narrative consciousness comes into play. . . . This
human tendency to insert narrative time into static, immobile scenes seems almost
automatic, like a reflex action. We want to know not just what is there, but also
what happened. . . . But even when we don’t already know the specific story depicted
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in a painting, we can still be tempted to look for a story. We have many narrative
templates in our minds and, knowing this, an artist can activate one or another.'®

In approaching the art of narrative in the Middle Ages, Stephen Nichols in his
innovative work from 1983, argued that its revitalization in eleventh-century
Europe functioned as a vital part of a larger ideological program,

to make the past present to show that the present belonged to a coherent
cosmogony, that it manifested a divine plan of the universe. The key to this plan
lay in certain transcendent events in the past, particularly the Christ story, which
[was] interpreted as revealing the whole trajectory of Salvation history, from the
beginning to the end of the world."”

As Nichols further observes, medieval narrative is a closed system, a continuing
image, “a specular reflection of humanity situated . . . within the larger order of
the universe.” Because no discursive system capable of being understood can
emerge from a semiotic vacuum, it is essential for the art historian to benefit
from the insights provided by scholars of medieval texts to establish traditional
patterns of past discourse as a ground against which and from which the idea of
an illustrated text was generated.'® However, as Barbara Herrnstein Smith cautions,
“for any particular narrative, there is no single basic story subsisting beneath it
but rather an unlimited number of other narratives that can be constructed in
response to it or perceived as related to it.”"” Operating within a belief system
that regards time as the sequential revelation of God acting purposefully in
history is the medieval conviction that every sequence of events that occurs is a
“story,” that all event have causality, meaning, and finality, although they are
often known only to God.?

Although modern art historical investigations of narrative have been largely
related to identifying the text(s) that generated the picture(s),”! thus constitut-
ing a sub-field of iconography, the critical differentiating edge lies not in asking
what is the text, but how images relate the story. Indeed, the earliest historiography
of pictorial narrative springs from that very question, although its beginnings are
rooted exclusively within the study of Early Christian and Byzantine art.

The art history of narrative begins in 1895 with the first systematic investiga-
tion and description of the episodic biblical stories in the sixth-century Vienna
Genesis by Franz Wickhoft.?? In his attempt to establish a system of classifica-
tion, Wickhoff defined three basic methods of telling stories in pictures: (1)
“complementary” in which events before and after a unit scene are indicated
without repeating characters within a single frame; (2) “epic” representation of
an isolated dramatic moment; and (3) “continuous” in which successive episodes
and characters are repeated within an ongoing space. Derived from ancient roll
illustration or the spiraling events on a Roman triumphal column, Wickhoft’s
“continuous” narrative is characterized as a flow of images, like a stream of
text.”® As Karl Clausberg remarks, it is no accident that the earliest optical
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analysis of pictorial narrative appears at the same time as the emergence of the
first moving pictures at the end of the nineteenth century.**

Wickhoff’s terminology remained current in art historical practice until 1947,
when Kurt Weitzmann revised the stylistic categories of narrative form as
“polyscenic/cyclical” versus “monoscenic,” arguing that Wickhoff’s “continuous”
method of picture-writing was merely a bringing together of single vignetted
scenes without creating a sense of moment through an interior dynamic of
pictorial language.? In terms of our current transactional approaches, however,
Weitzmann’s challenge failed to produce substantive results for the future. As
Wolfgang Kemp points out, although the early analysis of pictorial narratives was
much further advanced than that of literary narratives, it remained fixed in an
obstructive kind of formalism into the 1970s.%

Such a sweeping dismissal of formalism in dealing with visual narrative must,
however, be tempered by a recognition of the ground-breaking innovations of
the so-called New Vienna School. In an attempt to reinvigorate and extend the
methodological project of the formalist art historian Alois Riegl (1858-1905),
whose terms of close formal analysis already seemed to reconnect the beholder
to the image with an initial perceptual event, Otto Picht (1902-88) formulated
an early structuralist approach that hinged on the direct participation of the
viewer.”” Now that Riegl’s work has become more accessible through transla-
tions and critical exposition, he is widely admired for “his willingness to ground
his historical interpretations in the present-tense reception of the image.”?®
Moreover, the recent translation and availability of Walter Benjamin’s recogni-
tion of a “new Art History” in the Vienna School has refocused attention on
Picht’s concept of structure as capable of achieving an original and unexpected
recasting of the basic visual encounter between beholder and image.”

Impatient with Panofsky’s discursive models of pictorial meaning (iconogra-
phy/iconology), Picht argued that perception itself is already interpretive
— “seeing and thinking are indivisible.”® In his new approach to the art of
pictorial narrative,*" Picht explored what he called the unparalleled and sudden
outburst of full-fledged picture-cycles in the early twelfth century within a
reconfigured context of the ancient space—time dichotomy. Rather than seeking
to break it down, he closely interrogated and defined the problematic experience
of the differentiating gap. At the outset of The Rise of Pictorial Narrative in
Twelfth-Century England, Picht restates the dilemma faced by pictures, which
are fundamentally immobile and silent, in attempting to convey a story that
unfolds in time:

A story encompasses a sequence of events, but is more than their mere succession.
It is the change and the transition from one episode to the next . . . the passing of
time, which we must be made to feel if the story is to become alive in our mind. . . .

Since pictorial form cannot move, ingenious devices have been developed for
enlisting the onlooker’s help in supplying motion or movement, particularly in
cyclical representations.*
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For the Middle Ages, however, Picht’s method was premised on acquiring
“unfamiliar habits of looking.”** What mattered was not the temporal aspect,
but what it typified for all time.** Because the subject matter of Christian art
consists entirely of miracles, medieval art had to “create a pictorial world of its
own, with its own visual logic.”® Picht explored the temporal anomalies of
narrative unity and plausibility contradicted by symbolic display. Within his open-
ended mapping of the circuit boards of interpretive perception, reading could
compel the viewer to hold in mind two irreconcilable conceptions of time.*

For Picht, along with his friend and contemporary, Meyer Schapiro, “the
image they were looking for was at once very far away, the product of a remote
and frankly alien Christian culture, and yet very near at hand in the art of their
own time.”¥ While their vision was deeply impacted by the spatio-temporal
dissonances and disjunctions of modern art, their visual expectations were equ-
ally and perhaps even more profoundly conditioned by film, whose theoretical
explication along with that for comics lay in the future. As Picht recreates the
production and reception of the narrative cycle of full-page illustrations in the
St Albans Psalter as “speaking pictures” or “dialogues without sound,”® his
implicit trajectory of visual perception seems clearly to plot two parallel tracks —
one embedded in the medieval viewer’s witnessing experience of liturgical drama
and the other shaped by the modern viewer’s experience of silent film. In a
similar vein, Picht could assert that the dramatic figural gesturing throughout
the Bayeux Tapestry addresses not the other characters, but the beholder, guid-
ing him to grasp the meaning of the narrative events.*” What is anticipated here
is not only a semiotics of art but a modern cinematic framing of the experience
of medieval art which, like the movies, in Panofsky’s words “re-established that
dynamic contact between art production and art consumption.”*

As the most important art historical statement on film made in his generation,
Panofsky’s influential essay, “Style and Medium in the Motion Pictures,” first
published in 1934,*' merits a brief digression in an effort to understand not only
the unacknowledged impact of cinema on Picht’s work on pictorial narrative
but the future course of the study of visual narration in medieval art. In contrast
to theater, Panofsky first defined the unique and specific possibilities of film art
as the “dynamization of space” and the “spatialization of time.”

The spectator occupies a fixed seat, but only physically . . . Aesthetically, he is in
permanent motion as he identifies himself with the lens of the camera. . .. Not
only bodies move in space, but space itself does, approaching, receding, dissolving
and recrystallizing as it appears through the controlled locomotion and focussing
of the camera and through the cutting and editing of the various shots — not to
mention . . . special effects.*?

It is not difficult to draw parallels between Panofsky’s analysis of film and
Picht’s close looking at medieval images as “an act of seeing that is also a re-
creation of the artist’s perception.* Just as Panofsky rejected the notion of film
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as an enacted text, Picht insisted that the whole point of making pictures was to
generate meanings and responses beyond the frontiers of language.** Indeed,
Panofsky frequently used references to medieval art in his explication of film. For
example, in making an analogy between the problem faced by silent film and the
medieval image, “for the public of around 1910 ... the producers employed
means of clarification similar to those we find in medieval art . . . printed titles or
letters, striking equivalents of the medieval #zuli and scrolls.”*® Even more
pertinent to Picht’s project are Panofsky’s assertions concerning the cinematic
introduction of a fixed iconography in well-remembered types of characters and
generic plot constructions.* In a number of different contexts, Picht argued for
the same kinds of recognitive process at work in the viewer’s perceptions of
meanings already embedded in pictorial types beyond the point where they are
affixed to texts: like film, art is a statement in its own terms, sui generis.*’

One of Picht’s most profound art historical insights into medieval narrative
involves an obvious but unacknowledged notion later encountered in film ana-
lysis and narratology — the gap. Lacunae occur everywhere in narrative. Whether
in text, pictures, or film, there is no way a narrator can avoid requiring the
reader or viewer to help bridge one gap after another.* Indeed, the illusion of
motion in cinema involves this process, otherwise known as the “persistence of
vision,” on a “molecular level.”* In his brilliant interrogation of how twelfth-
century illustrated saints’ lives work, Picht observed that “continuous narration”
is structured “not on a gradual transition but on abrupt change.”®® Pairs of
separately framed scenes appear side by side in a paratactic arrangement that
creates an empty interval between them — a gap perceived as a dynamic element
which carries the mind rather than the eye from one moment in time and place
to the next. Just as Sergei Fisenstein cut disparate film shots next to each other
in a technique he called montage to convey deep and powerful meaning,™ so the
open space between facing pictures on opposing verso and recto pages in a
medieval manuscript enlists the beholder’s imagination in linking and trans-
ferring them into a single idea through a technique known as parataxis.>*

Although we might readily agree that pictures rely on the active engagement of
the viewer, Picht would urge that we not overlook the powerful ways in which
the intrinsic visual structures and strategies of the images themselves shape their
perception. His point can be demonstrated by suggesting how the juxtaposition
of two contrasting full-page images in the twelfth-century Morgan Passion of
St Edmund might be seen to work in affecting the viewer’s consciousness. The
pivotal pair of facing images on folios 10v and 11r (fig. 4-1) reveals the passage
of time from one brief moment to another, movement from one place to
another, cause and effect, as well as a striking contrast in moral character.>® The
paratactic arrangement of the two pictures also creates a montage effect that,
unlike continuous narration, transports the viewer’s gaze from one scene to the
next across a literal “gutter” or gap.

On the left, following the victory of the invading Danes, their leader Ingvar
demands that Edmund capitulate and pay him homage. At the pivotal moment
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FIGURE 4-1 Ingvar commanding his messenger (left) and Edmund refusing Ingvar’s
command (right) from “Life, Passion, and Miracles of St Edmund.” New York:
The Pierpont Morgan Library MS M.736, fol. 10v (left) and fol. 11 (right).

of the story at the right, the Anglo-Saxon king refuses, making the righteous
decision that leads to his martyrdom. As Ingvar instructs his armed messenger
to deliver the ultimatum, he pulls together his military might beneath the sword
raised on his shoulder behind him. At the same time he looks beyond the
vertical barrier of the tree and the dividing frames, his gaze locked upon Edmund’s
reciprocal gaze across the page to the facing recto. Whereas Edmund dominates
the center of his space, enthroned and crowned as king of East Anglia, Ingvar
stands at the left (sinister). Both profile gazes are dramatically silhouetted against
deeply colored grounds. Each protagonist is also similarly fixed within the gaze
of another — Ingvar and his henchmen at the left, Edmund and his bishop at the
right. Because all the heads in both images are turned away from us, we are
manipulated as spectators, turning this way and that as we are guided by the
constant gesturing within the two opposing frames. At the left, Ingvar brings
our attention to the huge tree that bifurcates the world of the Danes, symbol-
izing the wild, uncivilized terrain of the “barbarian other,”®* confirmed by the
presence of naked “wildmen,” their shoulders covered by animal skins. The
branching forest canopy contrasts vividly with the elaborate vaulted structure



NARRATIVE EEm 03

within which Edmund is revealed. The king echoes the Dane’s gesture, albeit
pointing upward to a higher power in heaven, symbolized by the dome, in
response to the bishop’s query. The element of time has been almost impercept-
ibly incorporated into the pictorial representation of the event by repeating the
figure of the messenger at the right in each scene. Unmistakably identifiable
in his short vermilion tunic, purple leggings, and bizarre open-toed boots, he
points at King Edmund in both frames. His vigorous turns signify an abrupt but
temporary closure to the sequential pair of events. But, just as Ingvar’s raised
sword signals impending violence, so the messenger’s upturned lance alerts us to
a continuation of the narrative ending in Edmund’s martyrdom.

Ultimately, the viewer must “leave time behind” to absorb the spiritual meaning
as an eternal truth. Since the 32 full-page illustrations in the Morgan St Edmund
precede a collection of hagiographical documents, they literally constitute a
pictorial vita without a text and thus demand close “reading” in purely visual
terms. Images can only evoke a story the viewer already knows; the narrative lies
in the perception of the pictorial rhetoric of bodies, gesture, and gazes enacting
the drama of the moment within a strategically constructed framed space. Picht’s
approach does not ask us to return to a past formalism but rather to a renewed
focus on looking, with a view to asking not what happens within the frame but
how the image actively works to affect and implicate the viewer. Of course, texts
form critical components of our interrogative visual analysis, but they are not the
end points of the new art historian’s inquiry. Narrative involves reading more
than one scene at a time, whether they are widely separated in space and time or
not. Resonance between images remains critical to the reader’s perception and
understanding of multiple layers of meaning.

In the past few decades, art historians have begun to analyze not only image
and text but also context in dealing with narrative in saints’ lives. For example,
in her several studies on pictorial hagiography, Magdalena Carrasco links chang-
ing ideals of spirituality and institutional history to her interpretation of the
images.*® The ground-breaking work of Barbara Abou-El-Haj moves beyond
the historical conditions and function at specific sites by integrating her narrative
analyses into an account of changing cult practices in the spectacular rise of
shrines and pilgrimages in the late eleventh and twelfth centuries.’® Thus, for
example, she was able to offer a compelling explication of the illustrations in
the Morgan St Edmund within the context of Bury St Edmunds’s role as the
exclusive caretaker of the saint’s pilgrimage shrine.®”

Manuscript illustrations of saints’ lives continued to play an influential role
in the development of pictorial narrative in the thirteenth century. As Cynthia
Hahn has argued, Matthew Paris can be regarded as the culmination of a long
tradition on the brink of change and innovation.*® In his remarkable Vie de Seint
Auban in Dublin, Matthew created a new, almost cinematic narrative as the
viewer’s gaze is drawn across the half-page images in each opening, moving
from “action to reaction to inevitable consequences.” In support of the con-
tention that Matthew Paris bridges the worlds of both Benedictine monasticism
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and the secular court, Hahn convincingly interprets his interpolation of sub-
texts as powerful extensions of St Alban’s Vita into the contemporary regime of
chivalric narrative. Indeed, as Hahn asserts, Matthew’s primary legacy is to be
found in the later manuscripts of Westminster.*

Paramount among such productions was the sudden outpouring of illustrated
Apocalypses made by court designers and artists who were probably commis-
sioned by the king, queen, or someone else close to the crown, to create the
carliest illuminated Books of Revelation inspired by the three-volume Bible
moralisée given by Queen Marguerite of Provence to her sister Eleanor, or
brother-in-law (Henry III) during their visit to Paris in 1254 at the invitation
of Louis IX.*! The English Illustrated Apocalypse clearly had its origins partly in
St John’s text at the end of the Parisian moralized Bible in London, MS Harley
1527.%% But equally important is its use of the life of St John as a narrative frame
for the exiled prophet’s 7écit of his visions on Patmos, functioning both as
pretext and context.®® Unlike the Book of Revelation at the end of the Bible
moralisée, the English Apocalypses were clearly conceived as forming the
centerpiece of an illustrated life of St John leading up to his exile and then
followed by episodes after his return to Ephesus preceding his death at the
end, as in Fr. 403 as well as in the Getty and Add. 35166 versions. Indeed,
the illustrations of the Apocalypse itself clearly derive their mis-en-page trom the
half-page format of Matthew Paris’s saints’ lives, available at the court in the
exemplar of his Vie de Seint Ldward created for Queen Eleanor of Provence and
now known in the Cambridge copy dating ¢.1260, probably made for Eleanor
of Castile.**

In Reading Images, 1 analyzed the complexities of narrative discourse and
reception in the thirteenth-century Apocalypses as a visually conceptualized
paradigm structured by the intertextual relationship of the scriptural allegory
and its medieval exegesis, the image, and the reader-viewer.®® Contemporary
theories of vision invested narrative images with the power to articulate and
activate dominant ideological positions regarding the self, society, and the
“other.”® As the Apocalypse narrative was transformed into a pictured allegory,
it became a powerful paradigm within which problematic contemporary experi-
ences, such as the later Crusades and expectations of the world’s end, could
be defined. Thus, the illustrated Apocalypse could be explored as a medieval
narrative realm in which visual representation becomes an agent rather than a
reflector of social change.

For example, the Douce illustration (fig. 4-2) of the angel casting the mill-
stone into the sea (Rev. 18: 21-4), literally adheres to the text’s description
of the action in two sequential gestures marking the destruction of Babylon:
“Then a powerful angel picked up a boulder like a great millstone and he hurled
it into the sea.” The commentary explains that the angel is Christ “whose
strength is beyond human comprehension” and the millstone represents the
weight of the “whole great multitude of sins.” The two phases of the action are
developed in full cyclical style, where the Herculean angel is represented twice,
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FIGURE 4-2 Apocalypse: Angel Casting the Millstone. The Bodleian Library,
University of Oxford, MS Douce 180, p. 77. Reproduced courtesy of the Bodleian
Library, University of Oxford.

first lifting the huge stone at the left and then dropping it into the water. The
successive movements of contraction and release are graphically plotted in the
upward sweeping drapery of the first angel followed by the downward arc of
the second figure. As Christ bends under the metaphorical weight of human
wickedness, he confronts the viewer with an accusatory gaze. Acting as the
reader’s surrogate, John responds by closing his eyes as he feebly mimics the
angel’s splayed fingers over the submerged stone. John’s turning inward at
the right provides a gesture not only of closure to the entire sequence of events
in Revelation 18, but also of internalized meditation responding to the last part
of the gloss advising the reader that “all these things are to be understood in a
spiritual sense.”®”

Just as historical and ideological contexts are critical to a reading of medieval
pictorial narrative, when we move outside the pages of illuminated manuscript
cycles, physical context plays an even more controlling role in engaging the
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viewer. The veritable explosion of pictorial story-telling in thirteenth-century
stained glass presents a particular challenge to art historians of medieval nar-
rative.%® As Wolfgang Kemp observes, although the great windows of cathedrals
such as Chartres and Bourges contained continuous and consecutive pictorial
cycles of monumental proportions, their “precast” armatures of interlocking
geometric forms caused their narratives to be constructed of fragments spread
over the many broken surfaces of the entire window.” Coming into existence
piece by piece before the viewer’s eyes, the individual image, like the single frame
in film, has no autonomous status within the whole.”® Unlike film, however, the
vertically structured grid of stained glass cells inevitably works at odds with the
chronological order of sequential actions.

Whether, as Kemp would argue, such geometric schemata can evoke mean-
ing, or, as Madeline Caviness would counter, simply create narrative confusion,”
the contemporary art history of stained-glass narrative has yet to develop pro-
ductive strategies of analysis. Two possible avenues of approach have been
tentatively opened by Wolfgang Kemp, although they might be more effectively
pursued outside his neo-structuralist framework. In the absence of an accom-
panying text, the viewer plays an active role in constructing a new intertextuality
of the image by bringing into play other narrative media, such as sermons or
liturgical drama, as argument, exemplum, or typology.”” In the further absence of
an unequivocal chronological ordering of events, temporal connections become
a theme in their own right,”® thus reopening as yet unexplored applications of
film theory, whether the spatial juxtaposition of images be paratactic montage,
or continuous mis-en-scéne. Lastly, their physical location within the functional
spaces of their architectural milieu might yield some critical insights into their
intended audiences and meaning beyond the more straightforward paths that
have been adduced for their donors.

In contrast to the vast extent of painted glass surviving from the major churches
of the thirteenth century, the most important and productive advances in our
understanding of the relationships between monumental narrative cycles and
their architectural ambience has been made by Marcia Kupfer in her ground-
breaking studies of the fragmentary Romanesque frescoes surviving in the
rural parish churches in central France.”* Her close analyses of the virtually unpub-
lished but diverse programs at Chalivoy-Milon, Brinay, and Vicq constitute
brilliant paradigms of interpretation in which narrative representation is per-
ceived to see the building itself perform as part of a totalizing semiotic system.
Whether the mural topography is continuous or disjunct, “telling collapses into
the told” in the relationships of narrative line and picture surface involving
location, path of sutures, as well as stratification and framing. Whereas the
presentation of Gospel events at Brinay configures episodic coherence and
thematic patterns from succession, the disruptions of surface narrative at Vicq
literally open its pictorial world to the viewer’s realm of exegesis. Based on a
series of rich and intensely detailed formal, iconographical, archaeological, and
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F1GUure 4-3 Harold swears an oath of loyalty to William and returns to England,
Bayeux Tapestry, after 1066. Bayeux: Musée de la tapisserie. Photo: Bridgeman-
Giraudon /Art Resource, NY.

historical analyses of these twelfth-century fresco programs, Kupfer reveals how
“the open-endedness of the meaning of images and the permanence of the
pictorial medium combine to activate the enduring hermeneutic potential of
narratives unfolding across church walls and through architectural space.””®

In conclusion, we will now turn our attention to the secular realm in which
we encounter what must be the best-known, most studied but still problematic
pictorial narrative to survive from the Middle Ages — the Bayeux Tapestry
(fig. 4-3). In 1966 C. R. Dodwell’s profoundly insightful essay proposed reading
the work within the feudal terms and conventions of the French chansons de
geste.° Following a 20-year hiatus, a veritable barrage of studies appeared in the
1980s and ’90s, each in its own way exploring the narrative structure of this
232-foot-long strip of embroidery and its enigmatic account of the Norman
Conquest of England in 1066.”

In coming to terms with new theoretical turns taken by narratological and
film studies, Michel Parisse centers on the Bayeux Tapestry as a filmic concep-
tion in a succession of tableaux, an eleventh-century documentary in which the
Latin inscriptions function as a “sound-track,” a narrator who gives a running
“voice-over” account of the events.”® A work of political propaganda, narrative
is seen as an eye-witness cinematic 7écit, replete with flashbacks, bringing this
astonishing work within the comprehensible realm of modern as well as medi-
eval audiences. In contrast, David Bernstein situates what he sees as a smooth-
running series of interconnected historical events within the tradition of Roman
triumphal columns with their strip narration continuous within a long, narrow
pictorial field.”” As he interprets the structural narrative as a drama in two long
acts, Bernstein also develops an analysis of the subtext of animal fables that
frames the main story in the borders.** Indeed, the Bayeux Tapestry’s enigmatic
pictorial borders constituted an important subject of separate study long before
as well as within investigations of the main narrative.*!
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Although the Bayeux Tapestry had been compared to chronicles, chansons de
geste, and Roman triumphal columns, J. Bard McNulty argued that, because the
work was probably unique in its own day, with no obvious antecedents, the
internal narrative structures and strategies should be treated on their own terms.®
Along with Shirley Ann Brown,*® he abandons the idea of the work as an historical
document subject to investigations of its reliability or “truth” and concentrates
instead on interpreting the larger story unfolding in its own eclectic style.

The question of audience remains implicit in all these studies, but it was
Bernstein who first raised the problematic issue of physical context and the
necessity of display.® Rejecting the earlier assumption that the long embroidered
strip decorated the walls of Bayeux Cathedral, Bernstein plausibly argued for its
exhibition in a great baronial hall. Made of flexible materials, the 20-inch-wide
tabric could be folded over upon itself like a ribbon and transported from one
Norman castle to the next on either side of the Channel. Further arguing for
public display in its entirety, Richard Brilliant extended this line of argument to
include the probability of an accompanying oral performance of the story.®® As
both Bernstein and Cowdrey point out, however, the narrative with accompany-
ing inscriptions and pictorial borders was designed for close viewing and could
instead have been unrolled in sections on a long table like an illustrated manu-
script roll on vellum.®

In 1999 1 took another close look at this fascinating work, arguing that
history is not reflected in the images but produced by them.® The pictorial
narrative of the Bayeux Tapestry presents not so much an illusion of reality as
a constructed work of problematic fiction, shot through with inconsistencies
and ruptures. Analyzed in terms not only of what it presents but also of what
it leaves out, the work’s most powerful rhetoric lies in its silences and empty
spaces. The Bayeux Tapestry’s rhetoric of power was dependent not only upon
the operation of a complex culturally coded apparatus, both verbal and visual,
but also, perhaps even more critically, upon the active engagement of its con-
temporary audiences as producers of meaning.

In its present state, the “embroidered” story seems unfinished, ending literally
on a jagged edge of unfulfilled expectations. Within the medieval conventions
upon which the visual narrative in the Bayeux Tapestry is structured, its form is
inherently fragmental, a discontinuity of continuing presentness. It can end, but
it cannot be concluded or resolved. Like all medieval texts, the Bayeux Tapestry
was most likely appropriated and absorbed as an experience without closure.®®
Premised on the recognition of a radical discontinuity of time between sense and
reference, surface and deep structure, the Bayeux Tapestry’s imaged discourse
constitutes a deliberate attempt to conflate past and present, here and there,
speaker, audience, and characters, in a transparency of meaning that can be felt
to exist beyond the text, beyond words.

From the very beginning of the study of pictorial narrative at the end of the
nineteenth century to our own time, theoretical as well as practical investigation
has been culturally conditioned and shaped by visual experiences in contem-
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porary time. Faced with the perplexing disjunct and convoluted structures of
medieval narrative, art historians increasingly tended to approach its ambiguity
and lacunae within the experiential context of modern/postmodern fiction, film,
and comics, as well as medieval texts. Each new generation of scholars places
before its audiences a world that seeks to connect itself with the present as well
as the past. Because all story-telling is a work of imagination rather than a
reflection of what might be termed “reality,” medieval narrative belongs to the
realm of an internal subjectivity that for many twenty-first-century viewers may
involve an exotic or alien spirituality, but one that can nevertheless open itself to
our understanding as a treasured cultural relic of human discourse, still capable
of making itself accessible and of affecting our perception, intellect and feeling.
More often than not, we are surprised, impressed, and even delighted to dis-
cover unexpected nuances and sophistication through analytical interpretation.
Like a medieval narrative, the historiography of any area of scholarly inquiry is a
story without closure, but at the same time richly laden with consequences for
the future.*
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Formalism
Linda Seidel

A number of principles delineating the study of visual art cluster together under
the rubric Formalism. These precepts focus on such immediately accessible
aspects of objects and images as material, color, line, and shape, elements that
construct appearance and function as expressive agents. They are the features
that set works regarded as art apart from other forms of creativity and, for
Formalists, are the critical determinants of any work’s significance. As the key
components of the process called formal analysis, these aspects of a work figure
in the initial stages of art historical study; they are not commensurable however
with the more extensive agenda of inquiry that is encompassed by the term
Formalism.

The question of workmanship — the distinct manner in which an object’s
maker handles materials and configures pattern — constitutes Formalism’s central
concern. Single-minded pursuit of this issue comprises a sub-set of Formalist
practice familiarly termed Connoisseurship. What is at stake in this work is
characterization of an artist’s manner of representation along with an assertion
of its independence from cultural influences. Formalists consider the social,
political, and religious circumstances in which art is produced to lie outside of
the object and reject empiricist inquiries into such issues as being extrinsic to it.
Instead, Formalists subscribe to the notion of art’s self-sufficiency, in terms of
both a work’s individuality and its maker’s autonomy.

Yet awareness that art has a history and that it changes over time is very much
a part of Formalism’s brief; from the earliest years of scholarship, the mysteries
of style’s continuities and disruptions have remained one of Formalism’s most
vexing issues. The first scholars whom we now consider to have been Formalists
examined the part played by the artist in transforming the properties of a given
medium in an effort to define constant elements in works of art; at the same
time, they sought to articulate the relationship of art to the material and spiritual
conditions of its particular moment and its specific place of production.
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Formalism is more a way of thinking about the nature of art than a compre-
hensive methodology; it is not subject, consequently, to simple description.’
Nor is Formalism a term restricted to art historical practice in the way that
Connoisseurship, which operates with certain closely related concerns, can be
considered to be; neither is it as single-minded in its goal. The term Formalism
originally identified a prominent literary movement closely tied to the study of
language and the branch of philosophical inquiry called aesthetics. Yet even
before Formalism received its name, at the time of World War 1, issues central to
its definition were being championed by German and Austrian scholars of art in
an effort to formulate a new and systematic study of the visual arts.

Accordingly, the account of Formalism that I present here begins with the
emergence of the term in Russia in 1915 in conjunction with a revolutionary
literary movement, and moves temporally forward to the United States. There,
in the aftermath of World War 11, Formalism became a preoccupation of mod-
ernist critics as the legitimate basis for proper valuation of non-representational
painting; at the same time, it made a profound impression on the practice of
art historians working in other fields. I then return to Europe to examine
Formalism’s importance in German-speaking areas of the Continent during the
foundational moment of medieval art history’s development in the 1890s. At
that instant, coincidental with the emergence of expressionism in art, scholarship
on previously scorned non-classical imagery, such as that offered by Gothic art,
provided the fertile ground for novel critical attention. The non-naturalistic
forms of late medieval art served as superior instructional exemplars for new
theories being developed about the nature of art.

The final portion of this chapter examines the writings of the distinguished
medievalist Meyer Schapiro, whose essays on Romanesque art have been exten-
sively analyzed in relation to the predominantly Marxist political interests that
characterized the intellectual circles in which he was known to move in the
1930s. I shall argue here that Schapiro’s early formation, which took place
during the preceding decade, allies him more properly with the interests and
practices of the Formalists, whose papers he read as a young man and whose
profoundly philosophical inquiries remained his highest priority throughout the
six decades of his innovative scholarship.

The appellation Formalism emerged during World War I as a term of ridicule
for the pronouncements of a reform literary movement in Moscow that sought
to define its critical practice by differentiating the object of its interest — liter-
ature — from the spoken and written communication of ordinary life. The young
Russian scholars who came to be known as the Moscow Linguistic Circle
challenged then popular Symbolist emphasis on the importance of words and
sounds and decried their argument in behalf of literature’s mystic nature and
higher reality. They stressed instead the centrality of language to writing
and regarded its structures and forms as determinative of content. 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
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formal or structural devices and did not in any way reflect reality. Whether its
content comprised fact or fiction, philosophical inquiry, authorial biography, or
current events, literature, from their perspective, was not distinguished by being
“a vehicle for ideas, a reflection of social reality, [or] the incarnation of some
transcendent truth.”® Its fundamental character and importance lay elsewhere.

Attention to visual material held a reduced presence in the Moscow Circle’s
interests, but writings of a few members enunciated engagement with art’s
distinctive constructive qualities. For these individuals, visual art, like poetry, was
defined as a special way of thinking and knowing by means of images. They paid
attention to its intrinsic properties by examining these aspects apart from any
relationship to either subject matter or to an artist. One of the group’s mem-
bers, Victor Shklovsky, recommended examination of a given work not in terms
of its content but as a “complex of devices.” This, he argued, would impede
perception through a process of defamiliarization or estrangement, divorcing the
object from authorial biography and literary description and facilitating a critical
approach that imitated 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.’

The Moscow Linguistic Circle’s reformational activities engaged issues that
bear on an understanding of Formalism’s significance for the study of visual
images; in some instances, these challenge aspects of inquiry into medieval art
that have, for long, gone without sufficient scrutiny. Critical among these is the
distinction the Russian Formalists made between the high art of literature, with
its carefully structured forms, and the low — even non-art — status of other kinds
of writing. Distinction between high and low has long informed display practices
in museums where objects are frequently grouped according to their materials;
painted objects receive pride of place in this system, even when they were not
the most valued objects in their own time. Formalism’s espousal of a hierarchical
differentiation among works of art facilitated the elevation of manuscript paint-
ing and ecclesiastical architecture as fields of study over and above engagement
with metalworking and weaving or embroidery, pursuits which were considered
to be craft rather than art because of the “applied” or functional nature of their
products.

In scholarship on medieval art, the narrative miniatures of Romanesque and
Gothic illumination and the carving of tympana have usually garnered attention
as the most elite kinds of artistic production at the expense of adjacent imagery.
For decades, they have been seen as more worthy of study than border orna-
mentation in the margins of books, or voussoirs on arches and corbels on the
cornices of churches.® These subordinate elements failed to engage the attention
of Emile Male in his researches into twelfth- and thirteenth-century art because
of their invariably secular subjects.” Following Formalist principles, they may
also have escaped the need for serious study because of their lack of imposingly
structured composition.®
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Formalist acceptance of the autonomy of artistic creativity, belief in the inde-
pendence of artists from constraints on their inventiveness, presents a particular
challenge for medievalists. Scholars like Maile subscribed to ideas of Church
dominance in the sphere of medieval art because almost all known work was
either produced in, on, or for places within the ecclesiastical compound — the
church, the cloister, the scriptorium. A medieval artist’s freedom to create spon-
taneously was unimaginable so long as he was in the service of sovereign and
authoritative Christian authority. Meyer Schapiro, the foremost American medi-
evalist of the twentieth century, took up the apparent contradiction posed by
the Formalist notion of artistic freedom in Church art in an effort to develop an
art historical practice that participated in wide-ranging art historical debates.
Schapiro’s singular contributions embraced what appeared to others to be incom-
patible if not irreconcilable matters; these included a masterful examination of a
carved relief at the church of Souillac that did not adhere to the norms expected
of high art, as well as an unprecedented explanation of some seemingly secular
music-making figures on the pier reliefs at Silos. These works, which have rever-
berated throughout medieval scholarship, are touched on in the final section of
this chapter.

The principles that Formalism’s literary adherents promulgated served to rein-
force distinctions and decisions at play in diverse humanistic pursuits, at a time
when several forms of intellectual inquiry had not yet secured a place as fully
independent academic disciplines. The way in which the Russian Formalists’
grounding of the study of literature in systematic analysis of a text’s structure
professionalized its practice helped to secure for it an existence as a distinct dis-
cipline. Their efforts paralleled those that had been made by German-speaking
scholars of art a decade or two earlier in a comparable effort to establish a rigorous
mode of argument for their own practice, one that would be distinct from
archaceological and philological methodology on the one hand, and amateurish,
romantic description on the other. Scrupulous definition of the intrinsic qualities
of visual material and elaboration of the utility of such definitions in the analysis
of individual works facilitated the establishment of art history as a rigorous
branch of knowledge, one that was separate and distinct from classical literature,
intellectual history, and belles-lettres.’

Formalist principles as established by both the early German and Russian
scholars imply acceptance of a viewer’s direct sensorial involvement with a paint-
ing, object, or monument. The results of such eyewitness encounters provide
the grounds for analysis of a work’s structure and defining characteristics, thereby
enabling determinations regarding stylistic affiliations and value. In the hands of
scholars eager to assert the intellectual rigor and scientific nature of the study of
art, observations gleaned in this manner have frequently been put forth as
objective data and used to categorize works in a definitive manner in regard to
date and place of production. But in so far as these sorts of judgments are based
on observations that result from subjective experience, they risk opening up
Formalism to claims of relativity. Formalist scholarship, which has at times
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overlooked this implication, has attended to it more recently through the the-
orization of spectatorship, arguing for a process by which viewers achieve their
insights into a work through interaction with the work’s structures.'®

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 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, and Formalism did not sufficiently
concern itself with historical considerations from the government’s point of
view. After World War 11, however, as the result of a number of migrations from
Eastern bloc countries, a group of young multi-national scholars of literature
and anthropology working in Paris under the leadership of Lévi-Strauss saw links
between their own interests in linguistic theory and aspect of Russian Formalism.'!

Their rigorous and systematic mode of analysis endorsed principles earlier
espoused by the Moscow Circle and, in recognition of this affiliation, they
initiated translations of the group’s papers. In this way, 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.!> 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 theory in the early
twentieth century.’”® The term of scorn by which it had originally been desig-
nated has since come to serve as the umbrella under which approaches to art and
literature that prize structural and sensorial properties over and above other
historical and thematic elements hold center stage.

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.” In it, “content is to be dissolved so com-
pletely into form that the work of art or literature cannot be reduced in whole
or in part to anything not itself.”"* Greenberg thus rejected any ascription of
significance to incidents that lay outside the frame of the physical object. He was
committed instead to the centrality of the irreducible material elements that
artists employ in their conceptualization and realization of individual works and
which they do, he wrote, “in search of the absolute.” In the early 1960s,
Michael Fried amplified Greenberg’s argument and popularized it through his
championship of the work of an emerging group of young non-representational
painters.'®

The spare and focused terms in which this criticism is presented are directly
indebted to the writing of the English critic and curator Roger Fry, one of the
earliest champions of post-Impressionist painting and, seen in retrospect, one of
the first Formalists.'® Fry, who was introduced to the work of Cézanne at an
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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
sensed that the artists whose works he brought together in an exhibition in
1912 “do not seek to imitate 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 continue work on an aesthetic theory, “attacking 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 com-
ponents 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 positions the Russian Formalists were
simultaneously espousing.'”

In the 1960s, American scholars working on the art of earlier periods were
growing weary of the data-driven erudition of text-based iconographic study
that was being produced by newly emigrated German academics. Their approach
required linguistic skills and intellectual assumptions that were no longer a part
of educational preparation on these shores. Some objected as well to the limita-
tions inherently imposed by this work on the notion of artistic creativity and
excellence. Such scholars found support for a reinvigorated practice of visual
analysis in the descriptive language of contemporary Formalism. This alternative
approach was particularly apt for discussion of the distorted, seemingly non-
mimetic figural imagery of early medieval and Romanesque work.

Thus, in the most widely used survey book of the second half of the twentieth
century, a miniature of the Gospel writer St Mark, made in northern France in
the early eleventh century, is described in terms of the “twisting and turning
movement of the lines which pervades not only the figure of the Evangelist but
the winged lion, the scroll, and the curtain” (fig. 5-1). The author continues, prais-
ing 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 overlap-
ping of flat planes.” As a result of this “abstract clarity and precision,” the text
informs the reader, the “representational, the symbolic and the decorative elements
of the design are knit together into a single, unified structure.”'®

This language, which approximates an account of modernist painting, succeeds
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. Textual silence discourages us from inquir-
ing into the fusion of elements that culminates in, or emanates from, the intense



FiGure 5-1 St Mark from a Gospel Book produced at Corbie, ¢.1025-50. Amiens:
Municipal Library. Photo: Bridgeman-Giraudon/Art Resource, NY.
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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 text, as written, provides 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 is a helpful technique for elucidating the
composition or construction of an object or image so that other questions may
be asked of it. Such analysis can help relate an object or image to a larger body
of works — a workshop or regional school — by disclosing patterns of organiza-
tion that the work shares with other works and which help to classify all of them
according to specific characteristics. Formal analysis in this way provides grist for
Connoisseurship, the skill of discriminating distinct artistic handwriting and
then attributing specific works to artists living at a given moment in a certain
place. Such procedures of attribution are fundamental to the cataloguing of works
of art, but too readily 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 Connoissseurship invariably celebrate the individual skill
of the artist, a principle that Formalism endorses, they trample on other issues
that a Formalist agenda holds forth as critical to the study and definition of art.

In the case at hand, 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 unknown artist’s imag-
ination, of a real figure, one that is independent of and prior to the one rendered
here. Earlier European proponents of a Formalist approach to art, 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 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 insofar as it relegated the
work of art to a second tier role.

This had been the concern of one of the nineteenth-century German writers
on art, Konrad Fiedler, who emphasized the distinction between art and ordin-
ary life and our perceptions of each. For him, the interactive relation between
an artist’s ideas and the material through which he explored them and ultimately
gave form to them, was a central, non-negotiable issue. The notion that the
artist had something in mind that he then “copied” into his work fell prey to the
mechanization of society, he argued, and did not succeed in adequately engag-
ing either the active potentialities of the material with which the artist was
working or the moral underpinnings of the artistic enterprise itself."”

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
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figure and the gyrating animal participate; this coursing energy also produces the
inspired Gospel text found on successive folia. Content is transmitted directly via
the language of visual imagery and occurs without the intervention of an inde-
pendent, pre-existent 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
latter does not have identity prior to or outside of artistic activity. Especially
when figurative imagery is at issue, the artist’s creation should not be seen as
imitative of something that has a reality elsewhere and which it is attempting to
simulate. Forms in nature are to be taken neither as standards of representation
nor as models for it. Artworks 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 follow-
ing prescriptions set down by programmers, the church officials and learned
men of their time.?* Scholarly recourse to theological or literary texts to articulate
the content of images should not assume that religious images exclusively illus-
trate 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 artistically
uninteresting and Formalists may question whether, in their judgment, they
constitute “art” at all. But extrapolating from precepts laid down by literary
Formalists, man-made visual imagery ineluctably sets out distinguishing features
that differentiate it from things of the natural world, even those that it may
appear ostensibly most closely to imitate. It follows then that to depict some-
thing is different from either description of the thing or the thing itself; it needs
to be examined according to a different set of rules.

Rather than a methodology, Formalism is an epistemology; it questions our
ways of thinking about representation and perception, and examines assump-
tions about the relationship between art and nature. Mere description of how
images look as conveyed through formal analysis, no matter how detailed, is an
inadequate exercise in Formalism’s name and distracts from engagement with
the larger issues involved in the making and study of art.

Concern for fundamental issues regarding the nature of artistic creativity was
one of the hallmarks of Wilhelm V6ge’s ground-breaking scholarship on Roman-
esque and Gothic sculpture during the early decades of its developing practice
more than a century ago. In his magisterial book on the emergence of Gothic
style, Voge established systematic terms for a descriptive analysis of medieval
sculpture as part of an inquiry into the sources and nature of artistic creativity.
Voge brilliantly orchestrated a combination of concerns in his work on sculpture
at Chartres, bringing together sensitive characterization of previously unanalyzed
figurative carving and compelling identification of individual style — evidence of
distinct hands at work on different portals. Limned in the richness of Voge’s
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written language, Chartres’ Headmaster could stand alongside the most mod-
ern one.”!

Voge’s orderly observations, though based on nascent Formalist principles,
in eftect provided the foundation for the efficient categorization and definition
of large bodies of sculpture in a practice that served the needs of archaeologists
sorting through the detritus of Europe’s wars as well as museum curators organ-
izing their national collections.”” The importance of establishing categories
for material that, in some cases, had never been studied in a systematic way
before, as well as of constructing regional lines of affiliation for groups of work
— manuscripts and sculpture especially — that were dispersed across the land-
scape, proved to be the pressing requirement for a generation of scholars eager
to enhance claims to the scientific grounds and rigorous possibilities of their
practice.”®

In the wake of Voge’s debut study, the anonymous makers of elongated,
geometrically distorted Romanesque sculpture concretized in the minds of scholars
as individual personalities whose technique was marked by distinct manners of
workmanship. Study of a particular monument did not encourage inquiry into
the articulation of more general principles, however. Instead, in the immediate
aftermath of Voge’s achievement, admiring successors transformed his approach
into a tool for the well-regulated and more limited exposition of relationships
between sculpture and architecture and for prescriptive description of the treat-
ment of body and drapery.

Scholars who succeeded Voge after the turn of the century spun oft the
descriptive aspects of his practice into a self-sufficient form of investigation into
local characteristics of art. This style criticism, or stylistic analysis, provided the
basis for decades of writing about Romanesque as well as Gothic Art on both
sides of the Atlantic. The work of the next generation of scholars comes to mind
here, in particular that of Arthur Kingsley Porter and Henri Focillon.**

In Porter’s work on art of the Pilgrimage Roads, characterization and categor-
ization of regional styles replaced dating as his narrowly defined goal, although
chronology still played a role in his investigations.”® Study of style as an end in
itself failed to acknowledge the roots of its authority, avoiding indication of why
it was doing what it was doing or indicating towards what end, loftier or
otherwise, it was doing it.

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 Voge’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
careful procedures of scrupulous analysis that Voge had inaugurated in his own
work on French sculpture in an effort to further enhance our knowledge of the
emergence of new forms of architectural production at the turn of the first
millennium; he urged others to do the same.*
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After Voge’s death in 1952, just two years after Emile Male’s demise, Erwin
Panofsky, Voge’s most celebrated student, dedicated his study of Netherlandish
painting to the teacher under whom he had studied in Freiburg and for whom
he had written his doctoral dissertation on Albrecht Diirer. Panofsky then con-
tributed a stirring appreciation of Voge’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 Voge’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 Voge with first-hand encounters with twelfth-century sculpture,
Panofsky noted, and these enabled the perceptions out of which Voge’s thinking
about the development of early Gothic statuary emerged. Panofsky was here
presenting Voge to the reader as a Formalist before the fact.

Russian Formalism was critiqued within a decade of its promulgation for
concentrating 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 and, for a long
time, concern over this issue succeeded in removing Formalist works from view
and silencing their claims. In an effort to address the situation without abandon-
ing the achievement 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 that it needed to be viewed as encompassing
diverse lines of inquiry.”” They drew on intimate knowledge of recent German
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 Western art scholarship, they
wrote, “give no grounds whatsoever for the denial of content in art.”?*

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 the German scholars
and their Russian sympathizers as well, 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-oft unity but one that is part of real space. They saw nothing
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exclusionary in this definition. “Realistic art is just as constructivist as constructivist
art,” they wrote, indicating that content need not be excluded from Formalist
works or Formalist practice. And they emphasized the deep ideological meaning
that German scholars 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 contemporary
Russian figurative painting. In summarizing the central tenets of what they called
European Formalism, Medvedev and Bakhtin recognized 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 is Wilhelm Worringer, 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.?

In the first work, originally published in 1908, Worringer differentiated
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 that emerge from instinctive feelings about the world and
express themselves in artistic impulse. This “latent inner demand,” he observed,
which he credits Alois Riegl for introducing, is the primary factor in all artistic
creativity. Its expression collapses distinctions between form and content by
linking inner urges of the art to outward appearances. In his next work, which
he described as a sequel to the first, Worringer applies the questions raised in the
earlier publication to that “complex of abstract art which is closest to us, namely
Gothic.” He calls Gothic architecture the perfect expression of an unimpeded
impulse toward abstraction, since no organic or natural model opposed itself
to it.

The notion of internal mechanisms by which art changes was instrumental to
the work of the Viennese art historian, Alofs Riegl, a successor to Fiedler and
forerunner of Worringer, whose theories developed over more than a decade of
significant publication at the turn of the century and whose writings were central
to the European Formalist enterprise. His ideas were seminal to the art historians
who were educated in Germany and Austria around the time of World War 1,
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 scholars like Panofsky and Gombrich, each of whom
pursued questions, in their own distinct ways, about the self-sufficient nature of
art that Riegl had put into play.*

Meanwhile, Riegl’s work, written in a dense German, disappeared behind
English language representations of it, particularly in relation to questions
concerning artistic style — its definition and development. At the same time,
the work of Bernard Berenson, formulated at the identical turn-of-the-century



118 EEm LINDA SEIDEL

moment as Riegl’s and eminently more accessible in its straightforward pro-
nouncements, came into prominence as the native authority in matters of
Connoisseurship and style, aspects of the larger Formalist enterprise.

Riegl’s ideas were further elided during these 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. In the last decade, scholars whose interests have shifted away from the
examination of the relationship between art and society have rediscovered Riegl;
that issue, we recall, was one that Formalism, at its inception, rejected. Riegl’s
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.™

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.”*? 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; we have just considered
its importance for Worringer. 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 his 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 desig-
nation 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 Picht, 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
diverse aspects of Riegl’s theories, more as policy guides than as theoretical
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, Picht wrote in praise of Riegl’s close engagement
with individual objects, saying: “I know of few more instructive things than to
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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 mono-
logues of the most brilliant art critics.”*® In his numerous studies of Roman-
esque and Gothic manuscript, fresco, and panel painting, Picht, following Riegl,
persisted in the belief that regional or national schools display distinct character-
istics in their art through the activity of the Kunstwollen. Such beliet assisted him
in a career largely devoted to the production of manuscript catalogues, a task to
which he had turned out of necessity upon exile from Germany in 1938.%

Meyer Schapiro staked out a different position from Picht and Riegl in regard
to the relationship between ethnicity and art, contesting, on several occasions,
arguments in support of 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
he wrestled with the issue of artistic creativity and change throughout his career.
He displayed enormous and unusual sympathy for the vast range of his pre-
decessor’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 artistic development as a single continuous process.”?*®
Numerous aspects of Riegl’s theories endure as significant issues in Schapiro’s
own writings, especially those inquiring into artistic creativity.

Schapiro’s graduate studies at Columbia University had not brought him
under the direct tutelage of scholars of medieval sculpture, 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 at the fringes of work in Classical
philology.*® 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: Gomez Moreno and Walter Whitehill in
Spain, Hamann in Germany, Deschamps in Paris, Berenson in Italy. Through
them, he developed 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 sculpture, among other matters.

In one of his early communications to Porter, Schapiro wrote that he had
heard of the senior scholar’s lectures on monastic centers and the diffusion of
medieval art, and confessed: “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.””” Porter clearly invited him to come to Cambridge because Schapiro wrote
a few months later declining the offer: “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.”*

Schapiro made his 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 inventiveness, its
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FIGURE 5-2 Capital with Daniel at the lion’s den, cloister at the Abbey of St Pierre
at Moissac, West Gallery, ¢.1100. Photo: Erich Lessing/Art Resource, NY.

interplay between folk art and high art, and the starkness of its simple forms.*
His dissertation, completed in 1929 and published, in part, in the A»t Bulletin
two years later, was a study of the extensive carvings at the southern French
abbey of Moissac (fig. 5-2).*° Its published portion remains a model of visual
analysis in the tradition of turn-of-the-century German scholars more than of
French ones. In the notes, Schapiro cites Voge’s book on Chartres along with
numerous references to both French and German texts of a more archacological
nature and slightly later date. However, he identifies, in the opening pages, a
work on early Greek art as the exacting model for his own investigation, observ-
ing that he is following Emmanuel Lowy in the use of the term “archaic” “as a
designation of a formal character in ecarly arts.”*!

Schapiro’s introductory summary of his aims and achievements in the study
of the sculpture demonstrates his interest in systematically understanding,
instead of dismissing, 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, expressions,
space, perspective and grouping of the figures have been described. .. to
demonstrate that their departures from natural shapes have a common character
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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 study of ornament. Both texts are equally comprehen-
sive 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, since his work did not 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 analyszed in careful details the structure of
forms in succeeding styles which enabled one to see how things changed and
moved, what the structure was in each period.*

Moissac’s sculpture offered an unusually extensive, carved figural corpus, one
that is 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 Voge and Riegl, demanded. Schapiro’s dissertation on
Moissac should be regarded as an English-language chapter in the ambitious and
ground-breaking project of Formalist study that had begun in Vienna more than
half'a century earlier and which is now being re-engaged in art history’s ongoing
self-evaluation of its interests and methods.

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
precepts 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 monument or series of objects.

His studies of Romanesque art at Souillac and at Silos are dominated by pages
of scrupulous and insightful analysis of sculpted relief and miniature painting in
an effort to examine reasons for stylistic change at these abbeys: in the one case
this involves deviation from related work at Moissac, and, in the other, the
co-existence in a single place, and for a brief moment, of two different visual
languages of expression. To aver that Schapiro’s project in these path-breaking
articles is “a comprehensive sociological explanation of Romanesque style,” as
Werckmeister has done, while not incorrect, elides the critical process by which
Schapiro constructs analyses, dissolving an appreciation of his means into a
celebration of apparent ends.*?
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As Schapiro’s career progressed, he devoted more and more time to the
analysis of contemporary painting. In the 1940s, he grew “increasingly disturbed
by Greenberg’s dogmatic formalism, by his refusal to grant artistic intention or
social context, much less iconography, any place in analysis.”** His own efforts
to study this art in relationship to its social bases galvanized a politicized public
and, in time, overshadowed the efforts he continued to make to engage art on
Formalist grounds. Yet he never wavered in those interests and they persisted,
long after his engagement with Marxist analysis in art historical study had dis-
sipated. His important paper of the late 1960s on image-signs explores non-
mimetic elements of artistic composition, some of which might be characterized
as “sub-formal” 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 thirty years before.*

In one of Schapiro’s most celebrated papers, “On the Aesthetic Attitude in
Romanesque 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.*® 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 is a description of 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 gar-
ments which “when handled make a kind of crackling sound because of the
solidity and compactness of the fine skilful weaving.” 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,
conferring on the background greater vigor and brilliance.

This twelfth-century description sounds suspiciously similar to comments
one might read about mid-twentieth-century work written by Greenberg, one of
the points Schapiro was making in an effort to expand the grounds on which
medieval art could be appreciated. His evocation of Formalist concerns chal-
lenges the persistent focus on religious content in Romanesque art on the part
of European scholars, in particular Emile Male. Reference to craft work
rather than high art, such as the textile wrappings around Cuthbert’s relics,
makes a subtle nod in Riegl’s direction since the latter’s book on ornament,
Stilfragen, had been based on his experiences as curator of carpets and textiles
in Vienna.

At the same time, Schapiro’s paper toys with materialist preoccupations with
luxury goods and elite patronage and ignores issues of functionality.” Schapiro
once told me of the circumstances surrounding his decision to write the paper.
These involved a private joke between the two men concerning their divergent
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approaches to the study of art and are not irrelevant to the matter at hand.
Coomaraswamy, with whom Schapiro had been corresponding since the early
1930s, had often called the younger man a “materialist” and chided him for the
turn his work had taken in the preceding decade with the publication of papers
exploring the changing material conditions in which a particular object or monu-
ment had been produced. Schapiro recounted with glee his decision to counter
Coomaraswamy’s expectations by transforming a study of the displaced material
wealth of the Church into an examination of perception and taste. His own
appreciation of the physical properties of medieval objects is here embedded in
analysis of design, color, contrast, and artistic imagination, and he hoped it
would appeal to the refined interests of his friend. Sadly, Coomaraswamy died
before reading it.

Close looking, the fruits of visual engagement with an image or object, whether
for the purposes of attribution or for understanding expressive meaning and
stylistic change, constitutes the fundamental obligation of Formalist inquiry and
provides the irreducible basis for any appreciation of visual art’s unique achieve-
ment. 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 appropriate 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 student handbook that has been reprinted countless times (Taylor, Learning to
Look, pp. v, vi).

2 Michael Podro succinctly remarked that the early Formalists regarded their concepts
as “necessary but not exhaustive”: The Critical Historians of Art, p. 209. For Whitney
Davis’s differentiation of these interests into aesthetic, stylistic, and psychological
Formalism, see “Formalism: Formalism in Art History.”

3 Eagleton, Literary Theory, An Introduction, p. 2; Bennett, Formalism and Marxism,
pp- 18-25.

4 Sce the seminal text written by Viktor Shklovsky in 1917, “Art as Technique or Art

as Device,” in Harrison and Wood, Art in Theory, pp. 277-81.

Bowlt, “Russian Formalism.”

[On the marginal, see chapter 13 by Kendrick in this volume (ed.).]

L’Art religienx du XIle siecle en France.

More recent scholarship understands art as a socially rather than qualitatively

constructed category and is interested not in drawing distinctions between high and

low forms of image-making, but in inquiring how the visual as a category is articu-
lated. Tom Gretton summarizes this thinking based on the work of Pierre Bourdieu
in his paper “New Lamps for Old.”

9 Kathryn Brush provides an account of this material in her book, The Shaping of Art
History.
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Davis and Womack, Formalist Criticism. See also Preziosi’s discussion of relevant
aspects of Raymond Williams’s work in Rethinking Art History, pp. 81-2). [On
reception theory, see chapter 3 by Caviness in this volume (ed.).]

See Jameson, The Prison-House of Language, pp. 43—4, 101; Bennett, Formalism
and Marxism, pp. 26—7, where he remarks on the publication of Tzvetan Todorov’s
Textes des formalistes russes in 1965.

See Stephen Bann’s introductory remarks to the collection of texts he assembled
with John E. Bowlt; I repeat here Bann’s citation of Victor Erlich’s remark in the
latter’s ground-breaking study of 1955 (Russian Formalism, 1).

Lubomir Dolezal, “Narrative Composition: A Link between German and Russian
poetics,” in Russian Formalism, 73. The article was written for the publication of
Bann and Bowlt’s collection. [On narrative, see chapter 4 by Lewis in this volume
(ed.).]

“Avant-Garde and Kitsch,” vol. 4, p. 8.

Formalist work of the 1950s and ’60s was generally distinguished by the term
“criticism” to set it off from the work of either “art history or scholarship” by its
central advocate, Clement Greenberg. He further defined the distinctions as concern
with “art as art, and not as a ‘subject’ or ‘field.”” This explanation is set out in his
review of a book on Andrea del Sarto, the Renaissance painter, by S. J. Freedberg
(Clement Greenbery: The Collected Essays and Criticism, vol. 4, p. 198). Fried pre-
sented his views most cogently in the essay he wrote for an exhibition catalogue,
Three American Painters). See also excerpts from Fried’s work and commentary on
it in Harrison and Wood, A7t in Theory, 1900-2000.

For thumbnail sketches of the work of both Fry and Greenberg, and of the relation-
ship between them, see Hyde Minor, Art History’s History, pp. 133-9.

Woolf, Roger Fry, pp. 111-12, 177, 183. The citations come from “autobiograph-
ical fragments” as well as letters made available to Mrs Woolf by the family.
Janson, History of Art, p. 226.

For the pioneering work in English on Fiedler see Podro, The Manifold in Percep-
tion and the expansion of his inquiry to include the next generation of German
scholars, with remarks on Fiedler’s contribution to the later work (The Critical
Historians, pp. 69-70 and 110-11). Daniel Adler discusses the moral implications
of the early Formalists’ desire to reconcile neo-Kantian (i.e., intuitive and specul-
ative) goals with Positivist esteem for measurable data in an effort to systematize
art historical scholarship (“Painterly Politics”).

[On sculptural programs, see chapter 26 by Boerner in this volume (ed.).]

Voge, Die Anfinge.

[On the modern medieval museum, see chapter 30 by Brown in this volume (ed.).]
[On Romanesque and Gothic manuscript illumination, see chapters 17 and 20 by
Cohen and Hedeman, respectively, in this volume (ed.).]

Porter’s most relevant publication, in which he cited Voge’s work, is Romanesque
Sculpture of the Pilgrimage Roads. See the discussion of Porter’s relationship to
German modes of scholarship by Brush in The Shaping of Art History, pp. 145-8.
A book by one of Focillon’s students constitutes the foremost example of the
application of Formalist compositional analysis to medieval architectural sculpture,
although its relationship to German scholarship is not at all clear. See Baltrusaitis,
La Stylistique Ornementale and the probing review of its method published in German
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the following year by Meyer Schapiro. This essay appeared in translation 40 years
later (“On Geometrical Schematism in Romanesque Art”)

[On pilgrimage art, see chapter 28 by Gerson in this volume (ed.).]

[On Romanesque and Gothic architecture, see chapters 14 and 18 by Fernie and
Murray, respectively, in this volume (ed.).]

The Formal Method in Literary Scholarship, p. xxvi.

For what follows, see ibid., chap. 3, “The formal method in European Art Scholar-
ship,” pp. 41-53.

I have used here Abstraction and Empathy and Form Problems of the Gothic.

For Panofsky, see Podro, The Critical Historians, pp. 178208, and Iverson, Alois
Riegl, pp. 154-66. Gombrich’s engagement with Riegl’s challenging work and a
critique thereof are central to the premises of his own influential book, A7t and
Hllusion; see the introduction, especially pp. 16-22.

See especially in this regard, Olin, Forms of Representation.

For discussion of Riegl’s complex ideas, see Podro, The Critical Historians, pp. 71—
97; Iverson, Alois Riegl and Framing Formalism. The citation in the text is from
Podro, The Critical Historians, p. 71.

Art historical lineage may be traced through historiographical commentary. See
Picht’s evaluation of Riegl (“Art Historians and Art Critics”) and Jonathan Alex-
ander’s obituary for his teacher, “Otto Picht.”

Alexander describes Picht’s peregrinations in search of work in the memorial note
referred to above. Picht’s own appreciation of Riegl, quoted above, appeared in the
year in which he left the Bodleian Library at Oxford to take up the chair in Art
History at Vienna, the post Riegl had himself once held. This marked, in a sense,
the return of the “New Vienna School,” with whose work he had been intimately
identified thirty years before. See Christopher Wood’s characterization of these
relationships in his introduction to The Vienna School Reader, pp. 9-81.

Schapiro critiques the use of racial characteristics in discussions of artistic style in
more than one place. His essay, “Style,” is the most relevant to the issues under
consideration here; in it he separates his laudatory characterization of Riegl’s con-
tributions to the study of style from his critique of racial categorization.

[On Romanesque and Gothic Sculpture, see chapters 15, 16, and 19 by Hourihane,
Maxwell, and Biichsel, respectively, in this volume (ed.).]

Schapiro’s letters to Porter are preserved in the collection of Porter’s Papers in the
Harvard University Archives and are cited here with the archivist’s permission. The
quotation here is taken from a letter of November 10, 1927 at the beginning of
their correspondence (HUG 1706.102, box 10). [On the relation between East and
West, see chapters 23 and 24 by Folda and Papacostas, respectively, in this volume
(ed.).]

Letter of April 4, 1928 (HUG 1706. 102, box 12).

Epstein, “Meyer Schapiro,” p. 79.

The unpublished portion of the dissertation examines in historical detail the icono-
graphy of each sculpture. The published portion has been reprinted, along with
Schapiro’s other major studies of Romanesque art, in Selected Papers. Romanesque
Art.

“The Romanesque Sculpture of Moissac,” in Romanesque Art, pp. 131-3.

“A Passion to Know and Make Known,” p. 78.

2
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43 Werckmeister, Review of Schapiro’s Romanesque Art, p. 214.

44  Schapiro et al., “A Series of Interviews,” p. 162.

45 “On Some Problems in the Semiotics of Visual Art”; the sparsely illustrated paper
includes photos of the trumeau at Souillac, the Psalter of St Louis, and the earlier
Symbol of Matthew in the Echternach Gospels. The note referencing class lectures
he had given long before appears in the initial publication of the paper which had
been presented as a talk at the Second International Colloquium on Semiotics in
Poland in 1966 (Semiotica 1, 3 (1969), pp. 223-4).

46 Schapiro chose this paper to introduce the volume on Romanesque (Romanesque
Art, pp. 1-27). The citations in what follows come from pp. 13 and 12.

47 [On patronage, see chapter 9 by Caskey in this volume (ed.).]
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Gender and Medieval Art’

Brigitte Kurmann-Schwarz

It is only in the last three decades that gender has come to be used as a historical
perspective, in the context of research into history.” In theory, to reveal the
effect of gender as a historical category, interactions between men and women
should be analyzed; however, since the biggest gaps in our knowledge relate to
the activities of women, it is on this area that gender studies has tended to focus.?
Moreover, in the last 30 years the questions posed have been reformulated and
the methodological approaches have multiplied.* Research often takes women’s
history as its subject, uses gender as a category of analysis, and adopts a feminist
viewpoint according to location.” However, these three components do not
have to occur simultancously and do not necessarily even belong together;
where researchers in gender studies have questioned the bipolar gender model,
they have actually moved away from the decidedly feminist stance.®

Art historical gender studies have up until now concentrated largely on the
modern age, and the theoretical system and conceptual tools have been developed
in relation to the art of this later period.” It is no mean task to transfer this to a
medieval framework and, at the same time, to furnish a historical interpretation
which corresponds to the actual relationship between women and art in the
various periods of the Middle Ages.® 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.

There are several reasons for the fact that gender studies has looked askance at
medieval art. Not only did the established discipline of medieval studies long
resist considering gender as an analytical perspective,” but 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.'
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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
absolutely 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 properly to 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 supplying all of the results needed to write the history of women
and art in the central centuries of the Middle Ages. There is, for example, a
dearth of biographies of the famous women of this period written from the
consistent perspective of gender (Eleanor of Aquitaine'! and Blanche of Castile'?
are prominent examples) as well as of monographs on some of the fundamental
works of art connected with women — such as the Hortus Deliciarum from
Hohenbourg Abbey in Alsace.'?

Women Artists

Primary place in what we now like to call art historical gender studies was initially
accorded to the search for forgotten women artists pursued within the frame-
work of traditional art history.'* However, subsequent works by women authors
adopting a radically feminist position have gone far beyond these initial steps.
They realized that evaluating female artists from the traditional art historical
viewpoint meant that they could never occupy any place other than outsider, at
best. It therefore became necessary radically to question the concept of artistic
greatness as defined by men, as well as the established canon for teaching this in
universities.'® 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,'® and to show 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 influence, be it active or passive, 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
available (as indeed is also the case for male artists). The starting point of
research on medieval women artists was a now famous lecture by Dorothy Miner
entitled “Anastaise and Her Sisters,” which is still a main source for most
authors writing on the subject. Her examples serve to demonstrate that both
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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 of
Landsberg, Abbess of Hohenbourg,/Mount St Odile in Alsace (1117-97). Their
status as artists is, however, the subject of much contention and I will therefore
discuss them separately in the next section.'” Even if the involvement of these
two prominent abbesses in the manufacture of books went unnoticed, the tran-
scription and illustration of books were certainly among those artistic activities
in which women participated in large numbers throughout the entire Middle
Ages. Women manifested considerable 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.'®

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 fre-
quently active; but in this area 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, 1216-72)."

The best-known embroidery of the Middle Ages, the Bayeux Tapestry
(fig. 6-1), made shortly after the Battle of Hastings in 1066, has also been linked
to women. However, there is no mention of the tapestry in any contemporary
source (the first reference is in 1478%), 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 tapestry 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 tapestry has long been refuted; it is nowadays
thought that Bishop Odo of Bayeux, the half-brother of William the Conqueror,
commissioned the work — but how far women actually participated in the
embroidering is still under debate.*!

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,”” and several women are
listed as working in the building trade, termed maconne or charpentiére (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.”® 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.**
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FIGURE 6-1 Mourning woman at the deathbed of King Edward the Confessor,
Bayeux Tapestry, after 1066. Bayeux: Musée de la tapisserie.

Finally, we must ask why art history up until now has treated women artists as,
at the best, marginal. 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,
however, recognized no such modern idea of hierarchy.”® The goldwork 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 out-
ranked 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
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precious art objects as marginal works of inferior artistic value.”® 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 Hohenbourg

Three illustrated manuscripts of works by Hildegard are known: two of these
date from the thirteenth century, the third is a copy of the twelfth-century
Rupertsberg 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 during World War II, and now only a copy is available
for study.

The question of Hildegard of Bingen’s role in the illustration of her manu-
scripts is highly contentious, and today splits academic circles into two factions.?’
Saurma-Jeltsch and Suzuki give priority to the text:*® in their opinion, Hildegard
made notes on what she had seen and heard in her visions and had these
transcribed, and then, based on these descriptions, professional illustrators created
the images. Caviness, however, ascribes to Hildegard a distinct artistic role,
assuming that she provided the illustrators with detailed sketches on which to
base their work.”” 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 during Hildegard’s lifetime, but the
exact dates advanced vary between 1160 and 1181. Saurma-Jeltsch comes down
categorically on the side of the later date. Whereas Caviness considers the
illustrations as a direct representation of Hildegard’s mystical experiences,
Saurma-Jeltsch sees them as an interpretation of these experiences based on the
text. Caviness, on the contrary, interprets the illustrations as Hildegard’s own
intellectual and artistic expression, and associates their unusual character with
the aura typical of migraine. Hildegard, however, described her visions as an
intellectual achievement, as defined by St Augustine.*® A more finely differenti-
ated idea of Hildegard’s part in the creation of the texts and illustrations is given
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.”! 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, presents similar problems. 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.” As is the case for Hildegard, the role of Herrad in the
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creation of the illustrations is disputed. While the occasional author refers to
Herrad without prevarication as the artist,*® others regard her primarily 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 Cathe-
dral, and with a parchment flabellum in the British Library.*® 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 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.

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. This has
indeed been verified in many case-studies,”® but there have been few wide-
reaching surveys of female patronage which would allow an analysis of trends
and patterns. Two exceptions are the book by Loveday Lewes Gee, which
researches a group of English women patrons in the thirteenth and fourteenth
centuries; and an extensive article by Madeline Caviness devoted to the period
from the eleventh to the early fourteenth century.’” These two texts present a
very different picture of the opportunities open to female patrons. While Gee is
convinced that women, given the will, the necessary network of relationships,
and the corresponding financial means, could express their own ideas through
their commissions, Caviness regards these women’s choices as extremely
limited.*®

The biographies of women like the German queens Anna (d.1281; fig. 6-2)
and Elisabeth (d.1313; fig. 6-3), consorts of the two first kings of the Hapsburg
Dynasty,* as well as Eleanor of Aquitaine (d.1204),* Blanche of Castile
(d.1252),*" or Marguerite of Burgundy (d.1308),* 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 was 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.*
Fasting, the giving of alms, prayer, and the donation of masses for the deceased
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



FIGURE 6-2 Tomb of Queen Anna, Basel Cathedral, ¢.1280. © Basler
Denkmalpflege, Sammlung Miinsterphoto. Photo: J. Koch, ¢.1893.
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Ficure 6-3 Elisabeth of Carinthia, Queen of Germany (1 1313), 1555 after a
stained-glass panel of ¢.1360. Vienna: Osterreichische Nationalbibliothek, cod. 8614*,
fol. 233r. Photo: Bildarchiv Osterreichische Nationalbibliothek.

under obligation to remember and pray for the souls of the deceased family
members. Women who belonged to the higher social classes 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. 6-4).**

Moreover, the female patrons nearly always wanted to secure a home for
themselves in widowhood and prepare their own burial place. With the exception
of Queen Anna, who was buried in Basel Cathedral (fig. 6-2),* all of the ladies
mentioned above chose as their resting place institutions which they had them-
selves founded or endowed. The German queen Elisabeth was interred in
the crypt of the abbey church at Kénigsfelden in 1316 (fig. 6-3).* Eleanor of
Aquitaine chose to be buried in Fontevrault Abbey at the side of her husband
and her son.”” Blanche of Castile established the tradition of double burial in the
French royal family, by deciding on the abbey which she had founded at
Maubuisson near Pontoise for the burial of her body, and Lys Abbey, near
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F1GURE 6-4 Eleanor of Aquitaine and Henry II with their children as donors of a
stained-glass window, stained glass, Poitiers Cathedral, ¢.1165. Paris: UMR 8150 —
Centre André Chastel. Photo: Karine Boulanger.

Melun, as the resting place for her heart.* She entrusted both institutions to
Cistercian nuns. Marguerite of Burgundy had her tomb prepared in the hospital
at Tonnerre, founded in 1293.%

The women mentioned above were involved, often intensively, in the plan-
ning 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.*
Gee, too, was able to demonstrate that women patrons were actively involved in
the choice of craftsmen.’’ On the other hand, the style of a building does not
necessarily permit an easy interpretation of the wishes of the benefactor. Pre-
cisely the institutions mentioned here, such as Maubuisson, Lys, or the hospital
at Tonnerre, offer few concrete stylistic details which would enable them to be
associated 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 survived both her husband
and her son Richard the Lionheart. It would seem reasonable to assume that
the Queen would have arranged a suitable monument for her relatives in the
nuns’ choir of the church. However, the dating and status of preservation of
the funeral effigies is still open to dispute.”? Nevertheless, the late dating of
the tombs to 1220 should be reconsidered in the light of the particular re-
sponsibilities of women toward their dead. Moreover, in contrast to the effigies
of her husband and son, the effigy of Eleanor depicts her with eyes open,
reading a book. Could this mean that she was still alive when she com-
missioned the three tomb effigies? Feminist art historians are in the habit
of underscoring her self-representation in the reading of the book. This
motif has been entirely restored with the help of a drawing in the Gaignicres
collection.>®
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FIGURE 6-5 DPortrait of a queen, stained glass, Tonnerre Hospital, ¢.1295. Paris:
UMR 8150: Centre André Chastel, Inventory No. 14. Photo: Frangoise Gatouillat.

The tombs of Blanche of Castile and Marguerite of Burgundy were destroyed
in the turmoil of the French Revolution.* The patrons of the monastery of
Konigsfelden, Queens Elisabeth 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.?® The treasury records and the few remaining textiles from this period
afford but a glimpse of the pomp and magnificence of these memorial services.*®
In Konigsfelden and in Tonnerre (fig. 6-5), some of the original stained glass
has survived.”” However, neither glazing scheme incorporates any specifically
female theme: in Konigsfelden 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;®® their attitudes and behavior were
therefore shaped accordingly.

The Role of Women in the Use of Devotional Images

In the changing spirituality of the monasticism of the eleventh and twelfth
centuries can be found the roots of what has been dismissively labeled “popular
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piety.” 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
vernacular, as the opposite of “high” Latin culture. A strict differentiation was
made between this popular piety and the devoutness of the elite. Jeffrey Ham-
burger, in the closing chapter of his masterly study on the Rothschild Canticles
(created for a woman in ¢.1300) considered anew this idea, which had long
been accepted by art historians and specialists in religious history alike.”” 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 particu-
lar, the communities of nuns in the Rhineland made a significant contribution to
this field.®” Nevertheless, 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 advisors.®!

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).% 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).®® 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 Canticles, he was able to show that the compiler incorporated
German texts® 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.*®

A close connection between the images created for female mystics and the
visions they experienced has long been noted in research.®® Since authors have,
however, assumed that the definitive spirituality of the Middle Ages was predi-
cated upon a standard without images, as ordained by St Bernard of Clairvaux,
the role which images played in visions has necessarily been evaluated as neg-
ative. 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 pictures. In the same way, they made use of accepted, familiar biblical and
liturgical metaphors to describe their mystical experiences in writing. Without
this picturesque language, they would not have been able to communicate their
experiences 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
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devotional experience should not be disparaged, because only through such
experience can the human soul apprehend invisible truths.®”

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.®® Until the thirteenth century, the psalter
was the usual prayer book of the nuns and of the laity.”” 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 (¢.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.”’

In analyzing the justification of the use of images in monastic circles, Ham-
burger identifies two relevant groups: nuns and male novices.”' 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
theologians explained this continued need for the support of images in their
devotions as resulting from the more sensual and corporeal nature of women,
which rendered them incapable of intellectual prowess. Hamburger’s observa-
tions 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 advisors in the context of the cura monialium, or pastoral care, of
nuns, corresponded to a real demand on the part of the women and was not
simply forced upon them.”? 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.”> 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

Right up until most recent times, female monastic buildings have scarcely been
noticed by art historians, much less researched.”* Almost all of the large-scale
surveys of monastic architecture have ignored the existence of nunneries;”® a
comprehensive study of the architectural context in which nuns lived and prayed
is therefore absolutely essential and well overdue. The general neglect of the
history of female monasticism probably also partially explains the fact that, over
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time, the physical vestiges of these institutions have more or less disappeared.
Nevertheless, the few 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 future research.”

The master builder of the Middle Ages was confronted with a fundamental
problem when planning the construction of either a double or female monas-
tery, in that he had strictly to 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 advisors within the cura monialium in the second.”” Similarly, the
buildings for the lay sisters and for the employees, as well as the agricultural
buildings, had to be completely separate from the nuns’ living area. Further-
more, the observance of enclosure became more and more strict between the
years 1100-1300 (it was made obligatory in 1298), and necessitated adaptations
in the arrangement of spaces within the convents.”®

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 monialinm, 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. They were, however, nearly always built in a simplified
form. The reason for this often lies in the smaller endowments made to female
monasteries, but even the exceptions to this rule constituted by the institutions
funded by highly placed patrons did not usually deviate from the ideal of simpli-
city. This is clearly illustrated by a previously mentioned group of Cistercian
monasteries, male and female, which were founded under the patronage of
Blanche of Castile and St Louis: whereas the abbey church of Royaumont, a
male institution, adopts the kind of construction typical of the Gothic cath-
edrals, the female abbeys of Maubuisson and Lys are much simpler. However, an
evaluation of these edifices based solely on their architectural style would be
mistaken, for Maubuisson, as the burial place of the Queen, was of more import-
ance than the much larger and more magnificent construction at Royaumont,
which was founded to house the tombs of the royal children who had died
prematurely.””

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
complicated 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 Salzburg.®® 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.®!
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In convent churches, the disposition and furnishing of the liturgical spaces
posed a particular problem. Since many of these churches have now either
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.®” Cistercian convents in the 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.** In France, for
example, the nuns’ choir was almost always placed on the same level as the
liturgical choir.®*

While some valuable individual studies of the churches in female monasteries
have been made, little research has been undertaken on the convent buildings in
which the women lived. These buildings, far more so than the churches, have
been altered in the course of time, so that uncovering their original layout
would probably 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.®

The Female Image in Romanesque and Gothic Art

In studying the art of the Middle Ages, the question soon arises as to what
image of woman is conveyed in the visual arts of the period.* It should of
course be borne in mind that these portrayals do not represent reality, but rather
convey the ideals and norms of the age.!” These in turn were primarily deter-
mined from a theological, and hence male, viewpoint, since the vast majority of
the depictions of women originated in a religious context. Moreover, 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. Research
into medieval female image has led to two diametrically opposed conclusions:
Frugoni and Caviness form a fairly negative impression of women’s position,**
whereas McKitterick and Goetz tend to the positive.*” A more finely differenti-
ated idea of what Romanesque and Gothic images reveal about women would
need further study, taking into account the changes in the status of women
throughout the Middle Ages.”

Numerous portrayals of women have survived in the funerary arts or as donor
or owner portraits. 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 ¢.1100.°* A comprehensive study of
women’s tombs from the eleventh to the thirteenth century, identifying their
particular features and examining the differences in comparison to men’s tombs
of the same era, has yet to be made.”® In addition to the religious theme of hope
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that the soul would be judged worthy of joining the just, the images on the
tombs primarily denote the women’s worldly position.

Extant works of art designed for secular use, from which we could gain an
insight into the female image outside of religion, are also few and far between
for the period from 1100 to 1300. The most important is probably the previ-
ously 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. 6-1).°* A much more
useful group of pictures of women on non-religious objects is constituted by
personal seals.”® On the seals the women were nearly always pictured standing,
and easily identified as female by their physical characteristics. Abbesses in gen-
eral, queens, and empresses in the Holy Roman Empire were depicted with the
symbols of their office.”

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
considered dangerous.”” 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
supervisors.”® 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 only have had positive connotations. This view is confirmed in the writ-
ings of St 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.”

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 satisty 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.'® 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,'” particu-
larly in those pictures, created for women, in which the expression of the compassio,
or affective compassion, constituted a central element.

Conclusion

An overview of gender and art in the Romanesque and Gothic periods clearly
reveals that art historical research from the perspective of gender has already
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yielded some initial findings, but that, given the wide scope of the subject, there
are still many gaps in our knowledge. Scholars interested in women’s and gender
history must therefore base a large part of their work on older research and try
their best to reinterpret the information appropriately. Other researchers are
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.! According to the venerable Pope, like other material things, pictures
must not be adored; but they should also not be destroyed because representa-
tions 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
faithful 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.> Moreover, 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. Transterring to images the Pope’s claim (in his Homilies on
Ezekiel, 11.4.20) that Christ had “appeared visible to show us the invisible,”® the
Pseudo-Gregory linked pictures directly to the Incarnation and underscored
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art’s function for stirring the emotions of believers:* “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.”®

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;® and even though the letters themselves were circu-
lated 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, while, in his reaction, Pope Hadrian adduced
selected passages as evidence of the Church’s traditional support of pictures.®
Gregory was cited in favor of images at the Paris Council of 825.° but his
“middle way” was also evoked to constrain those at the (erased) Eighth Ecu-
menical Council of 870 who had gone too far by advocating the “necessity of
images.”' In his influential Decretals (1008—12), Burchard of Worms provided
a synopsis of the reply to Serenus (wrongly citing it as from the Secundinus
letter);"! and at the Synod of Arras in 1025, Bishop Gerard 1 of Cambrai
apparently delivered a sermon (incorporated in the council’s acts) in which he
conflated the authentic dicta with the Pseudo-Gregory.'?

Transmitted in various forms, Gregory’s defense was taken for granted by the
twelfth century when it was quoted by Gratian,'* Honorius Augustodunensis,'*
and others. At mid-century, Herman-Judah put it into the mouth of Rupert of
Deutz to justify Christian art to a skeptical Jew;'® and 50 years later, the Cistercian
author of the Pictor in Carmine began his tract with condensed paraphrases of
Gregory’s claims that images can serve pedagogical and affective roles.'® In the
thirteenth century, Alexander of Hales,'” Bonaventure," and Thomas Aquinas"
promulgated three basic arguments in support of images, the so-called triplex
ratio, that Honorius had distilled from the letters: instruction, affect, and recall.?
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.”! 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.”?

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.?

An important part of that history was the melding with Greek image theory.*
While Gregory had himself drawn on Eastern fathers to formulate his responses
to the Bishop of Marseilles,” the incorporation of Basil the Great’s essential
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
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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.?® 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 expression found in the ninth-century Latin translations “de materialibus
ad immaterialia.”* By his day, however, the abbot of St Denis would also have
known the principle of anagogy from many other sources as well.”® Genuine
Greek iconodulic theory re-emerged in the twelfth century when Burgundio da
Pisa translated John of Damascus’s De fide orthodoxa,”® and it entered the main-
stream through Peter Lombard’s Senmtences®® 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.*! In this, he was attacked by Durandus of
St Pourgain and others who reiterated the basic tenet that images are arbitrary
signs and hence veneration of them was idolatry.*

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,™ a con-
nection later strengthened through the appropriation of John the Damascus’s
reasoned argument. It was not merely a theory. Already ¢.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 pro-
claimed 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.**

Not long afterward, the customary of the monastery of Fruttaria made the same
distinction between the physical apprehension of a material image and seeing
God himself with inner eyes.*® 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”;*® and an
illumination that must have resembled the initial cut from a twelfth-century
Rhenish Sacramentary (fig. 7-1) 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 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



F1Gure 7-1 Cutting from a Sacramentary. Vienna: Albertina (inv. 22864r).



GREGORY THE GREAT AND IMAGE THEORY EEm 155

FIGURE 7-2 Mosan enamel. St Petersburg: Hermitage (inv. @ 171).

heart.”®” A popular early twelfth-century distich stresses art’s basis in the christo-
logical economy. Inscribed on the back of a phylactery picturing Christ in heaven
made ¢.1165 in Liege (fig. 7-2), 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.*®

Gregory had already linked the dual aspects of material images to bodily reactions
before them, distinguishing physical prostration before the object from mental
veneration of the person depicted on it. Appropriating Byzantine distinctions
and terminology, Alan of Lille differentiated between 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”® — and he was followed in this by
Thomas Aquinas among others.*” In a general counterclaim to those who held
that Christian images were idolatrous, this response became central;* thus, an
inscription around the portrait of Christ exhorts viewers to “revere the image of
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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.”*?

More than any other element of his letters, Gregory’s equation of pictures
with sacred writ resonated in the later reiterations.** 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.**

Gregory had imagines of the sort depicted in the Hitda Gospels and on the
Vienna 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 historine were particularly influential on later theory. Nar-
rative 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.* 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.”*® And Peter of Celle maintained
that, because of their mnemonic capacity, images abrogate the prohibition of
images in Deuteronomy.*’

How narrative art worked is evident in frescoes painted ¢.1200 in the church
of St Johann at Miistair in south Tirol (fig. 7-3).*® Painted at eye level in the
apse, the martyrdom of the dedicatory saint is staged in a highly dramatic
tashion, not only the beheading but also Salome’s dance before Herod. The
backdrop of profane music, dancing, chatting people, and banqueting immedi-
ately engages the senses, providing a stark contrast to the ghastly execution and
hence meditating on the relationship between earthly pleasures and holy sacri-
fice. 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 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 pre-
occupation 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 meet-
ing the celestial Judge, they must forsake worldly pleasures.
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F1GURE 7-3 Central apse of St Johann, Miistair. Photo: Herbert L. Kessler.

The dramatically presented events and saint’s pain would surely have evoked
in pious believers at Miistair the “ardor of compunction” that Gregory had
hoped would result from making past happenings present and that was explicitly
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.”* Alluding to
Horace through Gregory, William Durandus summed up art’s affective role
succinctly: “painting seems to move the soul more than writing; by a painting a
deed done is set before the eyes.” 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.”®! 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.”** Emotions aroused
by pictures facilitated 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
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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.*?

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;** as Christianity became firmly planted in Gaul and elsewhere, the target
group was continually redefined.*® The dicta were invoked in the adversos Judncos
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
the whole Christian community, Honorius replaced Gregory’s “gentes” and
“idiotae” with “laici” and, substituting “clerici” for “litterati,”*® contrasted the
laity with clerics.®” In this, he was followed not only by William Durandus, but
also Alan of Lille,*® John Beleth,? Sicard of Cremona,®® 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.”®
About the same time, the dicta entered secular histories such as the Hohenburg
chronicle;® with Gregory in mind, Matthew Paris explained that he had trans-
lated the life of King Edward into French for those who could not read Latin
and into pictures for “ceux qui les lettres ne scavent.”®

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 laicorum”
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
ubiquitous captions in medieval art and the inclusion of material images within
books establish that pictures were intended also for those able to read.®* 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.®®
Abbot Suger noted that the reliefs on the (now lost) altar of St Denis were
“intelligible only to the literate”;*® 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.

Pictures served the clergy, as well.*” Suger remarked that Christ depicted on
the front of his golden crucifix was to be “in the sight of the sacrificing priest”;®®
and the illuminated initial in Vienna was intended for an officiant at Mass versed
in Trinitarian speculations.”” Because they were both literate and had rejected
the sensual world, monks, of all groups, were thought not to need art.”” Even
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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 mon-
asteries”;”" and the Pictor in Carmine implied the same distinction when it
permitted “paintings in churches, especially cathedral and parish churches.”
In fact, however, art thrived in monasteries throughout the Middle Ages. The
Moralia in Jobillustrated at Citeaux ¢.1111 (Dijjon, Bib. Mun. MS 168-70, 173),
for instance, deploys a range of fantastic and mundane figures to gloss the text as
spiritual struggle and monastic meditation.”? 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 accompanying text, use sophisticated visual devices to rep-
resent the harmony of scripture and the relationship of written prophecy to the
liturgy.”® Hugh of St. Victor’s Mystic Ark comprises lectures delivered to monks
in which an elaborate wall painting was the principal didactic instrument;”* and
Adam the Premonstratensian’s De tripartito tabernaculo is organized around a
diagram of Moses’ tabernacle so that the monks can construct a harmony
between “what they read in the book and saw in the picture.””® Propelled by new
forms of female spirituality, images such as the Holy Face given to the monas-
tery of Montreuil-les-Dames acquired special importance during the thirteenth
century in the devotional practices of nuns.”®

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.””” Building on the Gregorian
discussion of the two watchtowers of faith,”® the prologue miniature in a late
twelfth-century Burgundian exemplar of the Aviarium pictures the imagined
system (Heiligenkreuz, 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.”

As the miniature and diagrams in the Heiligenkreuz manuscript attest, mun-
dane themes were also not always separated from religious ones. The psalter
illuminated between 1121 and 1145 at St Alban’s monastery (Hildesheim,
Dombibliothek, St Godehard, Ms. 1, p. 72), 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.*® What that understanding might be remains
ambiguous; like the Miistair fresco and Dijon Moralia in Job, the illumina-
tion engages the viewer/reader purposely in a personal struggle with worldly
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temptation.®! The psalter also includes Burchard’s synopsis of Gregory’s letter
to Serenus; 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.*

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.*® The dicta
certainly entered vernacular 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” and that argues that these are
particularly effective in redirecting vain thoughts toward the divine.** Cited also
during the following century, the image texts were used to direct an appropriate
reading of verbal imagery often incorporated in vernacular preaching and of
stories actually pictured nearby.*® Itself a basic pedagogical instrument, preach-
ing 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.®

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
1215-16 by adopting the Gregorian dicta to advance the educational value of
true “litteratura laicorum,” arguing in Der welsche Gast that mundane tales, too,
could teach moral lessons:* “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.”®® The contemporary stained-glass window donated by the furriers’
guild in the ambulatory of Chartres cathedral (fig. 7-4) bears him out;* there,
scenes of battle alternate with ecclesiastical ceremonies to demonstrate the
consonance of clerical with chivalric missions. And a miniature in Wolfram von
Eschenbach’s Willehalm painted later in the century (fig. 7-5) 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 parchment, 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 dramatization of the words.”

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.
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F1GUure 7-4 Charlemagne window,
Notre-Dame, Chartres. Photo: Bridgeman
Art Library.
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How might they have functioned?
At Miistair, medieval viewers recog-
nizing the saint from the church’s
dedication and his halo and hair coat,”
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. Like-
wise, pilgrims on the way to Santiago
de Compostela, attracted first by the
gem-like glow of the Chartres window,
could have parsed the narrative con-
structed of well-known conventions
tor dream-visions and chivalric jousts;
and the most attentive among them,
illiterate and literate alike, would have
discovered in the kaleidoscopic order-
ing of the vignettes a simultancous
temporal unfolding and an anagogical
ascent.”” Those who had followed
sermons organized around main
themes and secondary explanatory re-
ferences would have possessed a cog-
nitive structure suited to reading the
peripheral narratives as glosses on the
subjects in the principal medallions.”
And the single word DURENDAL in-
scribed on one knight’s sword would



FiGure 7-5 Wolfram von Eschenbach, Willehalm, thirteenth century. Munich,
Bayer. Staatsbibliothek, Germ. 193, III, 1r.
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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;”* and 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, Charle-
magne’s victory over the Saracen giant Ferragut.”

Pictures would have rendered the words in the Munich Willehalm more
readily 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 commun-
ities, 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.”® Whatever Gregory meant when he wrote his defense of images,”” 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.”
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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 terminology, 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 medieval 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 survey
of the titles of some exegetical works gives us a sense of the range of words they
employed instead: Augustine’s Enarrvationes in Psalmos; Hrabanus Maurus’
Expositiones in Leviticum;, Rupert of Deutz’s Commentaria in Evangelium Sancti
Tohannis, Hugh of St Victor’s Quaestiones in Epistolas Pawnli. 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,
investigare, studiarve, and interpretare. What is clear from all of these Latin terms
— and the texts that follow them — is what exegesis means: the interpretation of
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sacred scripture, and not theology. In the Didascalicon, Hugh of St Victor,
quoting Boethius and Isidore of Seville, defines theology as “discourse concern-
ing 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 penetration some aspect . . . of the inexpressible nature of
God.”! 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 throughout
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 Car-
mine (¢.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.?
Similarly, Hugh of St Victor, who seemingly had a developed sense of the
powers of visual exegesis,® makes use of an elaborate, extended pictorial meta-
phor to explicate the allegorical 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.*

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 executed® —
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 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
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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 medieval medium for the transmission of knowledge is overstated.®
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
(¢.1140—4; 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.”

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 examples of each. These categories, which overlap each other at times, are:
(1) art or decoration found in Romanesque and Gothic exegetical manuscripts;
(2) 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;
(3) 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 use his idiosyncratic terminology, /isible, or open to an immediate
and complete apprehension. Instead, they viewed the interpretation of scripture
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as an ongoing mystery which would never completely reveal itself. In painting, a
similar distinction 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.
Dictures, however, are, in fact, visuel, a distinction meant to stress the irreducible,
resistantly non-verbal, visual nature of a picture.®* When speaking of art’s relation
to exegesis, this analogy not only reminds us of the medieval attitude towards
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 mean-
ing, 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.” The signific-
ance 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.'

(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
to certain senses than others. One finds the three spiritual senses of scripture
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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 sub-categories 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 commentaries, such as Gregory the Great’s Moralia in Job (¢.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 medi-
eval 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.!' 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’ ninth-century explication of Abraham’s sacrifice of Isaac
(Genesis 22). After discussing the literal sense of the passage, including informa-
tion provided by Jews concerning the location of the incident’s mountain 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.”*?
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 distinctive
flavor. However, the harmony (or homogeneity, depending on your point
of view) of this culture broke down sometime in the twelfth century as the
emphases and aims of scriptural exegesis changed. Masters such as Peter Lombard
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increasingly inserted gquastiones, or theological discussions, into their explications,
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 Domin-
icans 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 interests in politics and kingship.'?

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 Cathedral
by the Jesuit Charles Cahier (1807-82), who makes his interpretive stance clear
by giving the typological window (¢.1215) pride of place, devoting more than
100 pages to its explication.'* Cahier offers no methodological statement ex-
plaining his decision to discuss the window in light of exegetical texts (ranging
from Tertullian to Rupert of Deutz), because he views exegesis 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 representation 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.'® 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 Male
(1862-1954). Particularly in his magisterial L’Art religienx du XIlle siecle en
France: Etude sur Piconographic du moyen dge et sur ses sourvces d’inspiration
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(1898), Mile 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.'®

Choosing Vincent of Beauvais as a model for a totalizing vision of all medieval
knowledge, and citing inter alin Paul, Hilary of Poitiers, Origen, Augustine,
Ambrose, Jerome, Gregory the Great, and Isidore of Seville, Mile interprets the
art of the Gothic cathedrals as a complete visualization of “the immense chain of
Catholic tradition.”"”As this statement makes clear, Mile viewed most medieval
art not simply as the visualization of theology and exegesis, but as didactic,
rather than decorative, in purpose. In fact, for Mile, exegesis practically drives or
determines 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 “disguised 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” iconography 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.'® Pursuing this thought,
Brendan Cassidy notes that iconographic 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 his-
torian 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.”"” 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,
however, has calmed somewhat, for, as Jeffrey Hamburger has recently
observed:
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[TThe 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
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.?

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, notable exceptions. For example, for a copy of Richard of St
Victor’s In Ezechielem (Paris, Bibliothéque Nationale Ms lat. 14516), produced
¢.1150-75, 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.”!

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
exegetical 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, de-
picted the “Mystic Mill” of St Paul, which Maile, 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.”?* A surviving panel showing Christ crowning Ecclesia and
unveiling the eyes of Synagoga similarly gives visual form to a variety of verses
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from the Pauline Epistles that deal with the transition from the Old to New
dispensations. Throughout his authoritative discussion of this window’s icon-
graphy, Grodecki insists that its exegetical sources in the Epistles are as clear as
they are venerable, and he thoroughly rejects Erwin Panofsky’s “anagogical”
reading of the windows as overly-complicated and institutionally unlikely.”® 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 iconography 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 workmanship, 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.”** 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.?® 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.?® 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.?”

A later example (fig. 8-1) from an English Gothic manuscript shows another
way in which exegetical thought could be rendered pictorially. An illumination
from the Queen Mary Psalter (¢.1315) accompanying Psalm 68 shows the mar-
riage 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.””® 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



F1GURE 8-1 DPsalm 68, Queen Mary Psalter, ¢.1315. London: British Library,
MS Royal 2.B.VII, fol. 168v.
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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). 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 proph-
esy Christ, but that the psalmist, David, is a prefiguration of Christ. Therefore,
the Psalms can be attributed to Christ. He speaks of “the person of Christ who,
under the name of David, sings the psalm.”?” 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.** However, this crypto-
typology 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.*! 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. Nevertheless, 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.” 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. 8-2) 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
dedicated 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
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F1iGure 8-2 Alton-Towers Triptych, ¢.1160. London: Victoria & Albert Museum.

New Testament event with an Old Testament prototype. These particular
matchings of Old and New Testament events is conventional, repeated through-
out the patristic and early medieval commentaries. They also occur regularly in
twelfth-century Mosan enameled metalwork. What is original about the Alton
Towers triptych is the format in which these exegetical commonplaces are pre-
sented: 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 Testa-
ments by creating a system of verbal rhymes and echoes — in other words, formal
structures 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 system 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 formal 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
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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.

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.** 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 Canterbury,
Bourges, and Chartres have complex, usually diagrammatic, typological pro-
grams.** Another popular “exegetical” subject for glazing programs is the parable
of the Good Samaritan complemented by a series of Old and New Testament
typologies.®® 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 ecarly
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’ Speculum Ecclesine, the Good Samaritan stained-
glass windows at Sens (¢.1200) and Bourges (¢.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
cither 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
Jerusalem and the attacks on the pilgrim. The fourth parable scene, the priest
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Ficure 8-3 Typological window, ¢.1215. Bourges Cathedral.

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. 8-3) we see two New Testament
events, the Flagellation 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 Israelites. 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
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windows 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.*® The intention of the original manuscripts’ designers was 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.*” The result, in the case of the exemplars made in Paris in the 1230s
and ’40s, is a vast exegetical work that functions on both a textual and visual
level. The visual system constructs exegetical meaning out of clear rhymes,
correspondences, and parallels, whereas the textual glosses state their exegetical
points more plainly. The designers of this vast book have created an infinitely
extendable, 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.*® 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
imitated 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
thirteenth centuries.”” An ambitious early fifteenth-century example of a devo-
tional work flavored with exegetical imagery would be the Rohan Hours (Paris,
Bibliotheque 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 relation-
ship of Old and New Testaments as well. This dual activity must have consider-
ably 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 “devotional” manuscripts were hardly removed from the
more professional and erudite world of scriptural exegesis.
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FIGURE 8-4 Spinola Hours, Eucharistic procession (/eft) and gathering of the manna
(right), ¢.1515. Los Angeles: J. Paul Getty Museum, MS Ludwig IX 18, fol. 48v—49r.
© by The J. Paul Getty Museum.

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
(¢.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.*” Two openings stand out in term of their seriousness of visual exegesis.
At the Thursday Office of the Eucharist (fig. 8-4), one finds on the left a picture
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 lead-
ing from left to right in the Eucharistic scene, but also deepens the meaning of
the Exodus 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 between 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



ART AND EXEGESIS EEm 189

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 OIld
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 chrono-
logical, but also allegorical and timeless. It was also considered appropriate for
the New, or “correct” Dispensation 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.) 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 develop-
ment 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 possible. This reminds us that two charac-
teristically “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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Hoftmann, “Suger’s ‘Anagogisches Fenster’,” p. 76.
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Jerome, Sur Jonas, p. 77.
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For illustrations of Jonah and the whale found at Psalm 68, see Haseloff, Die
Psalterillustration im 13, tables 2 and 16; and Oliver, Gothic Manuscript Illumina-
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Whodunnit? Patronage,
the Canon, and the
Problematics of Agency
iIn 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 ap-
proaches 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.! Similarly, an emphasis on the spending habits of powerful men fol-
lowed the lead of Renaissance scholarship shaped by Vasari and Burckhardt.’
Since the 1970s, scholars have been secking 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.’

Given these contextual concerns, patronage studies have often coincided with
the aims of the so-called Social History of Art.* 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 long-standing interdisciplinarity of scholarship on the
Middle Ages. Recently, studies of patronage have characterized art as constitu-
tive of social, political, economic, and other ideas; they have engaged a host of
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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 specializa-
tion of academic discourse also has hampered such efforts. Whereas the Encyclo-
pedia of World Art (1966) featured a synthesizing entry on patronage in Western
art,” 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.® A rare attempt to gener-
alize about medieval patronage is Brenk’s short essay in the Enciclopedia dell’arte
medievale (1994).” Beyond such reference works, some focused studies contain
in-depth examinations of patterns and types of patronage.® But none offers as
highly developed a model for understanding the phenomenon as early modern
settings have inspired for decades.’

Still, this subfield has coalesced in the postwar 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 contingent 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, continue to occupy the margins of the discipline, despite our
increasingly liberal definitions of material and visual cultures.'

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
history has been written. It then investigates debates surrounding artistic patron-
age, including the problem of agency, sites of patronage, and motivations for it.
First, however, a caveat: this historiographical journey takes its cue from genera-
tions 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.

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
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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.!

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 comsecratione, 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 expres-
sions and largesse on a grander scale (such as the foundation of monasteries)
articulated one’s social station in life. But they were also essential responsibilities
of that social station.'” Here, then, patronage is naturalized as an attribute of a
Christian king. Suger, in citing Dagobert’s prestigious name, also strove to
codify and reinforce 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 narrat-
ives 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.

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?
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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)?'*

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.'* 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
ideology in mainstream Benedictine settings.'® But while some consensus has
emerged concerning Suger’s circumscribed role as guiding intellect in the recon-
struction 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 characterize agency have taken
many forms. Marxist concerns with who controls the means of production and
thereby determines whether or not a work is made seem straightforward enough.
But such conditions are difficult to reconstruct. As Caviness notes regarding the
Shaftesbury Psalter (¢.1130-40), the image of a woman praying below Christ in
Majesty should not be identified as the patron until the genesis of this manu-
script is better understood.'® 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.!’

Brenk avoids rigid paradigms by differentiating between the “patron-conceptenr”
as overriding intellect/manager, and donor as financial contributor (likely one of
many for large-scale projects).'® This distinction is critical for creating more
nuanced assessments of agency, but it can underestimate the impact of “mere”
donors. Modest gifts of land to monasteries were common following the rise of
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feudal elites in the Romanesque period. Tracing the patterns of such donations
and their impact on monastic coffers can illuminate the formation of local
religious allegiances,' as well as the chronology of building campaigns.*® Such
gifts also facilitated the expansion of libraries and treasuries.*! 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 termino-
logy. Whereas scholars tend to utilize “patron” or “donor” to characterize
initiators of art-making, this practice corresponds neither to the complex circum-
stances of production 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.”? Similarly, the foundation charter for Notre-Dame at Ecouis (¢.1310),
written by Philip the Fair’s Superintendent of Finances Enguerran de Marigny,
expresses Enguerran’s patronage as a series of differentiated acts: “I. .. do es-
tablish, 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.? Inscriptions on works of art show comparable patterns.** 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
labor, which was traditionally perceived as the patron’s jurisdiction over subject
and the artist’s over form.?® This dynamic is often observed through the lens of
historiographic 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,’® and investigations into artistic freedom flourished around
World War I1.* Assessments of the individuality of artists are again coming to
the fore,” in tandem with our attempts to understand the meaning of author-
ship 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.” Distinctions between patron, artist, and user collapse, thereby upholding
the Marxist ideal that monks were not alienated from their work.

Early Cistercian regulations seemingly corroborate this view, since they specify
that communities be established far from existing human settlements. But since
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the publication of Mortet’s Recueil de textes (1911), scholars have come to
emphasize that the monks could not realize their spiritual agenda without
involving the secular in their artistic endeavors.*® An account of the construction
of Clairvaux II (£.1133-45) narrates that, “The bishops of the region, noblemen,
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.”*! Studies of Cistercian expansion in England
and Germany have stressed similar lay/monastic interplay.** Despite the involve-
ment of lay donors and builders, the order was still able to maintain stylistic
consistency 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.*?

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
project, including window locations, variations in masonry, and the form of a
tower; the master mason offered solutions to those needs.** Monastic patrons
should be given credit, Shelby argues, for urging lay masons “onward by setting
more and more difficult tasks.”®® 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.*®

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.”” 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
complements Hildegard’s textual descriptions of visions and must be attributed
to her own hand.*® Any attribution of this sort is fraught, since the manuscript
is known only through copies made between 1927 and 1933. But codifying
Hildegard’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 know-
ledge of women artists in Romanesque monasticism. As such, the production
of the Scivias possibly anticipates women’s artistic experiences at St Walburg
in Eichstitt around 1500 as reconstructed by Hamburger.*

Hierarchies of Agency, Webs of Production

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

A folio from the Toledo Bible moralisée idealizes this hierarchical model of
patronage and production (fig. 9-1). In this work of ¢.1234-5, Blanche of Castile
and Louis IX are enthroned in an arcade above two figures. Blanche’s demon-
strative, open-handed gesture toward her more passive son suggests her control
over the project.*” Below her, a theological advisor 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.* 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 dif-
fered from some outside royal settings. As Stones recently construed, the many
additions made to the Book of Madame Marie indicate that its patron (Marie
de Rethel? d.1315) and her Franciscan advisor consulted with the illuminators
while the book was in process and likely convinced them to make changes.**
This difterence in production also signals difference in type: whereas a variety of
complex intellectual formulations informed the Bibles moralisées, mendicant-
inflected prayer books emphasized emotional connections with Mary and Christ.*

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.*® 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.*” There are some examples of unity and participation, as at Amiens in the
1220s and *30s.*® 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 commissions (stained glass, wall paintings, side chapels, etc.).

Recent studies have disentangled these threads of agency by examining epi-
scopal 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.** But given
the number of participants involved, how did Great Churches achieve the coher-
ence of the sort described by iconographers like Mile and von Simson? What
choices did patrons of lesser stature than, say, kings, bishops, or deacons have in



F1GUure 9-1 Hierarchies of agency as represented in the creation of the Toledo Bible
moralisée. 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 inter-
preted as “donor portraits” that commemorate diverse contributors to the build-
ing campaign. Questions about who developed such imagery and why have
fueled considerable debate.”® 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 gift-
ing, 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.”! 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.*

Consequently, the “first owners” of objects must not be construed automat-
ically as patrons. Extensive notations in a Bible in Troyes indicate that the
manuscript 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
deviations from his ascetic ideals.>®

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.”* 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.*® She argues that the psalter (£.1120—
30) was made with the precise needs of Christina of Markyate in mind, whether
tor 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 rep-
resentations of the Magdalen typified new interpretations of the sinner-saint as a
penitential paradigm for women.”® 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 (¢.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.’” 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 im-
agery 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.*® In contrast, recent
work highlights the semiotics of such scenes. Some studies focus on manipula-
tions of hierarchy in presentational imagery; others examine how donor images
structure or represent visionary experience.’® Still other scholars have empha-
sized the salvational dynamics of such 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.®
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.”®!
Although rarely represented in this literal way, such contractual arrangements
multiplied after the codification of the doctrine of Purgatory (1215).%

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 con-
veyed legal meaning, as their figural displays of lineage provided focal points for
future generations of liturgical caretakers.®® 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 demonstrated, the proximity of shield to images of holy figures articulated
connections between the patron and his or her heavenly intercessors, thereby
expediting the process of salvation.®*

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.®® 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 access-
ible settings in Central and Eastern Europe have expanded the canon beyond its
narrow postwar boundaries, as have studies of East~-West relations.®® Interpretive
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models informed by literary criticism, cultural studies, and feminism cluster along-
side 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 Ile-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.®’
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.®® Jordan’s study of narrativity
in the chapel’s stained glass links the windows to contemporary Parisian literary
circles and the ars poetrine.”

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.”® As such, the Sainte-Chapelle can
be seen as overlapping with other areas of Capetian patronage: the Bibles moralisées,
Grandes Chroniques, new tombs at St Denis, and so on.”! Thematic and icono-
graphic 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 advisors, say, rather
than generations of them. It is vexing that the advisors who shaped such
multilayered, propagandistic representations often remain unknown.”

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.”* Meanwhile, Binski has emphas-
ized the appropriational character of Plantagenet art, which drew from a wide range
of sources and ideologies and recontextualized them for home consumption.”

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),” recent studies have
reconstructed 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.”®

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.”” English women often
conferred with mendicant confessors while creating religious environments
appropriate 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,”
demonstrate the potential richness of such environments. Others, such as the de
Brailes Hours (¢.1240), define new types of objects that historians have come to
associate with women’s spirituality.””
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Conclusions

As with other branches of art history, studies of patronage have followed the
trajectories of the discipline as a whole. Supplementing strictly formalist or
iconographic interpretations, foundational scholars such as Meiss and Branner
tended to focus on elite, male patrons and the artworks associated with them. In
the last 30 or more years, research has encompassed more diverse patron groups,
including 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 expressions of concern with the afterlife. Similarly, others have empha-
sized 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 per-
spectives 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 challenged 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 speak-
ing, 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;' another case is the clever display
of some of the items belonging to the treasure of St Denis, after the Abbey was
reconstructed by Abbot Suger; also often mentioned are the Crusaders in Con-
stantinople, their greed mingled with wonder when they discovered the riches of
the city and its churches, true emporia of relics.”> 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 remains to be
analyzed and synthesized. This chapter endeavors to suggest the initial steps
toward this goal.

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
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. Between the private
collections to be found in antique Rome (which also survive in Constantinople
after the fall of the Roman Empire®) and the emergence of the lay collector in
the fourteenth century, one of the signs of early Humanism,* the only medieval
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collections of which we have documentary evidence are treasures, which may be
seen as collections without collectors.” 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.® Not all medieval
treasure fulfills these conditions, and therefore we cannot 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 are made
up of a mass of miscellaneous items.” 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 (mostly assembled by
the Church) became subject to a reorganization according to certain principles
of symbolic order, often because they were now on view.

The terminology for our modern concept of collection hardly existed in the
Middle Ages: the term collectio means assembly, or congregation, and, more
specifically, 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 collectio [colligere], the action of assembling, gathering, or collecting).
Collection 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. Romanesque 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, liturgical ornaments, and precious objects, particularly reliquar-
ies. 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 colligere,
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 conguirere 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,
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thesauravinm, gazophylacium, goaza, sacrestio, SAcrarium, SCrinium, armarium,
theca, loculus, etc., for some of which Isidore of Sevilla already suggests defini-
tions, and their lexical field. For instance, thesaurus clearly reflects the accumu-
lative character of medieval treasures, as the word includes all possessions without
any distinction as to their nature, form, or function: funds, land, buildings, and
ornaments all form an ecclesiastic treasure.

Rather than talk of collecting in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, we ought
to agree with Caroline W. Bynum and speak of an “impulse to collect,” which can
also be detected in the expansion of the Cult of Relics,® 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, a process that removes the subject from its original context and makes it
“marvelous.” 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 connec-
tions with the past, with the collective memory of the community that possesses
the treasure and, above all, with the invisible."” As has been demonstrated by
anthropologists, all 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:
more than a mere physical action, the gathering of these objects is the invoca-
tion of the memory of individual people, be they kings, saints, or heroes.

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 curios-
ities, and museums in the modern sense, which flourished from the eighteenth
century onwards."' Yet we are forced to admit that it is impossible to establish a
typology that could include the medieval collection.'” 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 func-
tion. They do possess a value of exchange, but at the same time they retain their
usefulness.'”® Without taking into account its sacred dimension, medieval treas-
ure 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 possession that may inspire wonder and admiration.
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As far as Church treasures are concerned, primary sources tell us they can be
categorized into ormamenta (or ormamentum), 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 regalin.'* 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 devotion like images and statues, chandeliers, crowns, processional crosses,
illuminated 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
utensilin), 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.'”” 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 reputation 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 oftered 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 constitutes 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
reasons; collections are created for prestige, to conserve financial resources, to
establish status, and probably also, though less frequently, for study. A second
function continues a strong tradition that exists between the creation of a treas-
ury in an antique temple and that of a medieval church, even if the conditions
of collecting 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, furthermore, 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
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are understood by their cultures as rising above the ordinary, it becomes neces-
sary 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 #nica (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,
curiosn, and pretiosa as centerpieces — attracts crowds of pilgrims, the curious,
and 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,
Eugene Miintz, Adolfo Venturi, Otto Hirschfeld, Ludwig Friedlinder, and Jacob
Burckhardt,'® 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 catalogues 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.!”
Yet since David Murray and Julius von Schlosser’s interesting contributions to
the study of medieval collections, both published at the beginning of the twen-
tieth 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
displaying them in modern settings. Therefore, historical research is fundamen-
tally interested 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.'® 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 themselves, 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.” First of all, the
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analysis of inventories that began in the nineteenth century should be con-
tinued, 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. Regrouping inventories in one corpus would
make it feasible to study their typology — whether they are inventories of cathe-
drals, monasteries, or royal chapels, etc. — so as to establish the most specific
characteristics of each.?® In this way, it would be possible to establish the exist-
ence or non-existence of symbolic relationships between the objects according
to their place in the inventory, their physical position vis-a-vis 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 cross-
checking between treasuries, countries, and types of objects collected, by donors
presumed or proven. An inquiry into these documents would be incomplete
without a search for narrative sources: annals, chronicles, lives of saints and
abbots, gesta episcoporum, wills, donations, the financial accounts of the cathe-
dral 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 treasury, the sacristy, and, if applicable, the archive room which held
precious objects. Then the architectural layout should be reconstructed, show-
ing the physical and visual access to the treasure. This part of the analysis should
also be concerned with the specific furniture in which objects were kept (cup-
boards, recesses, relic cupboards, chests, shrines, and reredos for relics, etc.)
(fig. 10-1).2! The study of the architectural layout should be accompanied by an
analysis of primary sources for two reasons: on the one hand, to compensate for
monuments that have disappeared (the documents may mention places as well
as lost or dispersed treasures, like the treasure of the Abbey of St Riquier) and,
on the other, to establish the specific technical vocabulary that is still needed.

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 mirabilin
for display and in order to stage them to draw in the faithful. Since the thir-
teenth 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
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Ficure 10-1 Cupboard, Saxony, ¢.1230. Halberstadt, cathedral treasure, inv. Nr. 42.
Landesamt fir Denkmalpflege und Archiologie Sachsen-Anhalt. Photo: Gunar Preuss.

are hung up in order to attract the people to church and to touch them [through
the sight of these objects].”** The Church conserves what is rare, marvelous, or
monstrous, and in some churches we may find, side by side, embalmed croco-
diles, flints, meteorites, antelope and unicorn horns, griffon claws, huge teeth and
bones, etc. Most of these mirabilin seem to have been placed in a conspicuous
position, as they would be later in encyclopedic museums; others were kept in
the treasury cupboards. Yet can it be said that medieval treasures prepare the
way for the Wunderkammer, the curiosity cabinet, and the modern museum, as
is assumed by a major part of current research?*

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 ancestor of the cabinet of curiosities is the result of too narrow an inter-
pretation. 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
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function of medieval treasuries, while adding the taste for the marvelous. How-
ever, 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 experimentation clearly
situated outside the historical evolution of museums.”* 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 thir-
teenth 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,
testimonin. The same is true for most objects which seem “bizarre” to the
modern eye and which could fit in the Wunderkammer.>® As treasuries in the
twelfth century were still made up of many miscellaneous objects, it is difficult to
decide on the connection between 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.”® 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.”” Another griffon claw hanging
from the vault of the Sainte-Chapelle in Paris in the sixteenth century is not
mentioned before 1433.%

Medieval Curiositas and Curiosities

The existence of rare objects (as well as others) in treasures is attested from the
beginning of the fifteenth century onwards. At this time, curiositas, again intel-
lectually 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 con-
notation was stressed by moralists, who labeled it as “vain,” but from the middle
of the following century it included the meaning of wanting to acquire new
knowledge.”” In calling curiositas the origin of pride, St Bernard® and the
monastic tradition follow in Augustine’s footsteps, who defines it as concupiscentin
oculorum (1 John 2: 15-16).%" This is still the meaning that Odo of Deuil
ascribes to it in 1148. When describing the behavior of the Crusaders on enter-
ing the churches of Constantinople, he paraphrases a passage from the Book of
Numbers: “alii curiositate videndi, alii veneratione fideli.”** Odo distinguishes
between viewers (or even voyeurs) and the faithful. The latter approach the
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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 naturalin and monstrosities is also linked to an archeolo-
gical 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 interest 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.®® Natural rarities and curi-
osities in medieval treasuries — 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.** 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 Bischoft, we see that they existed in several churches north of the Alps.
They were described either as struthio or as ovum struthionis.® In most cases
they seem to have been receptacles (pyxes or reliquaries) (fig. 10-2). 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 presen-
tation 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, buiusmodi) 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.*

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.”® 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
ecclesiastical treasure trove, these gifts passed through the hands of the medi-
ators of the sacred, the priests, and, like the Eucharistic species, they were trans-
tormed, 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.*® The



F1GURE 10-2 Egg-reliquary, Saxony, ¢.1210-20. Halberstadt, cathedral treasure, inv.
Nr. 47. Landesamt fiir Denkmalpflege und Archiologie Sachsen-Anhalt. Photo: Gunar
Preuss.
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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.¥

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 following*’ — 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.*!

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, ¢.1200), or near the choirs (as in Notre-Dame of Noyon, ¢.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 (1239-48).** 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 transtormation
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.** This interest in visibility 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 the
ways of exhibiting them.

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
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that he found in the St Denis treasury. He restored it both for the excellence of
its function and its value (tum pro tanti excellentin officii, tum pro operis ipsinm
precio), and also because it was supposed to be a gift made by the legendary
founder of St Denis.** 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,* but, by recalling immemorial times, they possess the faculty of
connecting the community 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.*® For example, the sardonyx
vessel that St Martin supposedly 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.*” 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 (fig. 10-3). There were also imitations of Roman
triumphs. The holy relics that Bishop Konrad von Krosigk (1201-8) brought
back from Constantinople in 1205 were carried on a feretrum (or bier) and
then exposed in Halberstadt Cathedral so that everyone would recognize the

Ficure 10-3 Reliquary casket, probably from Cologne, ¢.1160-70. Xanten,
St Victor, inv. Nr. Holker B6. Photo: Bildarchiv Foto Marburg, Nr. Z.17.012.



COLLECTING (AND DISPLAY) EEEmE 225

Bishop’s exploit. The publicatio of these spolin opima had several functions: to
serve as commemoration, and to maintain or support the 7eligio, that is the care
for the churches and worship, as well as to incite donations.*® 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.*” 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 moti-
vated 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.

Notes

1 John of Salisbury, Historia pontificalis IV, p. 79: “...veteres statuas emit Rome,
quas Wintoniam deferri fecit.”

2 The most recent studies concerning medieval collections and collectors repeat the
same anecdotes without really offering an analysis: see for example Rheims, Les
collectionnenrs and Cabanne, Les Grands Collectionnenrs, two publications in the line
of nineteenth-century studies in their search for amateurs of the past. Pearce and
Bournia (eds.) repeat the same approach in The Collector’s Voice, where medieval
sources are practically absent.

3 For Roman collections, see Stihli, “Sammlungen ohne Sammler” (with the preced-
ing bibliography), and Bruneau, “Les Collections d’art”; for Byzantine collections,
in particular the collection of Lausos, see Bassett, “Excellent Offerings.”

4 For the “reinvention” of private collections in the fourteenth century, see Pomian,
Des saintes reliques, pp. 351t

5 Pomian, “Collezionismo,” p. 157. Cumming (“Collecting”) mentions the Middle
Ages in the context of accumulations only.

6 Pomian, Collectionnenrs, p. 18: a collection is an “ensemble d’objets naturels ou
artificiels, maintenus temporairement ou définitivement hors du circuit d’activités
économiques, soumis a une protection spéciale dans un lieu clos aménagé a cet
effet, et exposés au regard.”

7 See the studies in Tyler, ed., Treasure.
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Bynum, “Wonder,” p. 18. Laymen collected relics throughout the Middle Ages, even
though the Church kept on questioning the legitimacy of such collections. The
commerce of relics must have been flourishing in the wake of the Crusades, above
all after the fourth one, as the Fourth Lateran Council (1215) forbade their sale
without papal consent. On relics in general, see Geary, Furta sacra and “Sacred
Commodities”; Legner, ed., Reliquien and Reliquien in Kunst; Angenendt, Heilige
und Religuien; Bozoky and Helvétius, eds., Les Reliques; and Reliques et reliquaires
du XIle an XVlIe siécle.

Reuse was a general practice: in architecture, under the dual apparition of dismem-
berment for glorification and for conversion; architectonic material is reused for
aesthetic or ideological purposes, and so is furniture, in particular funerary furniture,
or sculpture. Written testimony proves that precious objects, in particular ivory and
stones (gems, entaglios, cameos) are permanently reused (see Heckscher, “Relics of
Pagan Antiquity”). The first indication of the existence of an art market goes back
to the middle of the thirteenth century and concerns precisely collections of such
small objects, which seems to prove that there were connoissenrs at that time. On
the sale of 550 carved stones, some of which came from the treasury of the Holy
Roman Emperor Frederic II, in Genoa in 1253, see Byrne, “Some Mediaeval
Gems,” and Esch, “Friedrich II.”

Pearce speaks of collecting as a “spiritual pilgrimage” (On Collecting, p. 108), whereas
Pomian sees in the history of collecting the history of the relationships that we
entertain with the invisible (Collectionnenrs, p. 126).

On this “genetic lineage,” see the henceforth classical studies by Murray
(Musenms) and von Schlosser ( Kunst- und Wunderkammern), and, to a lesser extent,
Lesne (Histoire de ln propriété ecclésiastique) and Taylor (The Taste of Angels). See also
Pearce, On Collecting, pp. 405-6. [On the modern medieval museum, see chap-
ter 30 by Brown in this volume (ed.).]

Olmi, “Die Sammlung.”

Contra, see Pomian, Collectionneunrs, p. 19: “les objets de collection possedent une
valeur d’échange sans valeur d’usage.”

Regalin refers to an ensemble of objects symbolizing royalty, formed by royal
garments, and liturgical and coronation instruments.

Gauthier, Rountes, p. 94: “La muséologie débute par les collections de reliques.”
The phenomenon is at least attested since the beginning of the fourteenth
century.

For a complete bibliography before 1900, see Lugli, Naturalia et Mirabilin.

De Mély and Bishop, Bibliographie; Campori, Raccolta di cataloghi. See also Klemm,
Zur Geschichte, and Furtwingler, Uber Kunstsammlungen.

See Caillet, “Le Trésor,” and Sire, “Les Trésors des cathédrales.”

In particular Gaborit-Chopin (ed.), Le Trésor de Saint-Denis, and Durand (ed.), Le
Trésor de ln Sainte-Chapelle, see also Ehlers (ed.), Der Welfenschatz, and Der Basler
Miinsterschatz.

Palazzo, “Le Livre.” On collections of books, see for instance Stirnemann, “Les
Bibliotheques,” and Tesnicere, “Medieval Collections.”

On furniture for conservation, see among others Polonovski and Perrault, “Le
Trésor,” and Krause, “Zur Geschichte.” Other famous pieces include the painted
cupboard in the Cathedral of Bayeux and the sacristy chest in the Cistercian Abbey
of Aubazine (Correze).
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Durandus of Mende, Rationale divinorum officiornm 1, 111, 43: “In nonnullis ecclesiis
ova structionum et huiusmodi, qua admirationem inducunt et que raro videntur,
consueverunt suspendi, ut per hoc populus ad ecclesiam trahatur et magis afficiatur”
(p- 49).

Lorraine Daston and Katharine Park come to the same conclusion: “Medieval col-
lections bore little resemblance to early modern or modern musuems. They func-
tioned as repositories of wealth and of magical and symbolic power rather than as
microcosms, sites of study, or places where the wonders of art and nature were
displayed for the enjoyment of their proprietors and the edification of scholars and
amateurs” (Wonders and the Order of Nature, p. 68; cf. p. 383, n.3).

See Jennifer Greitschuhs, “Bemerkungen”; Lugli, Naturalia et Mirabilin.

For many years a pear was seen to be hanging from the narthex wall at St Denis, as
Hincmar reports in his compilation of the miracles of the saint (Hincmar of Rheims,
Miraculn sancti Dionysii 1, 18; see also 1, 7 [oats sheaf in the narthex], I, 8 [ram’s
horn hanging from the abbey door], etc.).

Suger, Le trésor de Saint-Denis, pp. 310-11.

Ibid., pp. 223-5.

Suger, Le trésor de ln Sainte-Chapelle, pp. 182-3.

On the curiositas in the Middle Ages, beside Oberman, Contra vanam curiositatem,
see Cabassut, “Curiosité,” II, 2: cols. 2654—61; Labhardt, “Curiositas”; Zacher,
Curiosity and Pilgrimage, pp. 18—41; Newhauser, “Towards a History of Human
Curiosity”; Peters, “Libertas Inquirendi”; Kenny, Curiosity in Early Modern Europe,
pp. 33-49; Peters, “The Desire to Know”; Kriiger (ed.), Curiositas.

Bernard, De gradibus humilitatis et superbine, X, 28: “primus itaque superbiz gradus
est curiositas.” Cf. idem, III, 14, 2-3: “Curiositas, cum oculis ceterisque sensibus
vagatur in ea qua ad se non attinent,” and therefore anything that draws a monk
from himself can but remove him from God. On St Bernard and curiosity, see
Leclercq, “Curiositas.”

Oberman, Contra vanam curiositatem, p. 23.

Numbers 4: 20: “Alii nulla curiositate videant qua sunt in sanctuario priusquam
involvantur, alioquin morientur.” Odo of Deuil, De profectione, pp. 64—6.

In the period between 1180 and 1320 there are more and more stories of marvels,
monsters, miracles, and ghosts: Bynum, “Wonder.” See Kenseth, ed., The Age of the
Marvelous and Findlen, Possessing Nature.

Daston, “Marvelous Facts.”

Bischoft, Mittelalterliche Schatzverzeichnisse, ad v. struthio, ovum struthionis. Some-
times these eggs are supposed to be griffon eggs.

This parallelism is mentioned in certain bestiaries at the end of the thirteenth
century, in particular in the Libro della natura degli animali, XXXVIII; see Morini,
ed., Bestiari medievali, pp. 460-1.

Buc, “Conversion of Objects.”

As evidence, there is the chalice emperor Henry II offered to St Laurent (of
Merseburg?): see Scheller, Die Seelenwiguny.

Pearce, On Collecting, p. 99.

The cause of this correlation may be found in the teaching of Christ (Matt. 25:
31ff.) which shows the transitive character of acts of charity (good deeds) and
divine mercy: “. .. quamdiu fecistis uni de his fratribus meis minimis mihi fecistis”

(ibid., 25: 40).
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41 Maines, “Good Works”; see also Gasparri, “L’Abbé Suger.” On art as similar to
almsgiving, see Rudolph, Things of Greater Importance, pp. 97-103.

42 On the display of objects, see Bandmann, “Uber Pastophorien,” and “Friih- und
hochmittelalterliche,” vol. 1, pp. 371-411; Ronig, “Die Schatz- und Heiltum-
skammern,” vol. 1, pp. 134-5; Kosch, “Zur spitromanischen.”

43 Examples by Gauthier, Routes.

44 The discovery of Arthur’s tomb at Glastonbury Abbey in 1191 is another example
that testifies to the investigation into the space of memory. See Albrecht, Die
Inszenierunyg, pp. 93-102 (Arthur’s tomb) and pp. 161-4 (Dagobert’s throne).
From around 1300 at least, we have testimonies of sovereigns paying visits to
Church treasuries to see the “antiquities” and, indeed, learn history, guided by the
Prior or the Treasurer who appear to be true “periegetes.”

45 Schnapp, La conquéte, p. 98. The manipulation of objects, mostly reliquaries, is only
one sign of the general investigation into the remote Joci of memory. It becomes
stronger and more effective from the twelfth century on, and prepares for the
rediscovery of Antiquity in the next.

46 Remensnyder, “Legendary Treasure,” esp. pp. 884—5: “Memorial or monument is
a physical object to which a commemorative meaning is attached; it is inherently
instable and fluid, as memory itself.” See also idem, Remembering Kings Past.

47 Schwarz, “Die Onyxkanne.”

48  Gesta episcoporum Halberstadensium, ad a. 1205 (MGH, SS, XXIII, pp. 120-1);
see Andrea, Contemporary, pp. 239—-64. On art to attract donations, see Rudolph,
Things of Greater Importance, pp. 20ff.

49 Rudolph, Things of Greater Importance, pp. 63ft.
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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 Diction-
ary 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 spolin 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." Contemporary art historians use the word spolia more loosely,
to refer to any artifact incorporated into a setting culturally or chronologically
different from that of its creation.

As a label, spolin is both metaphorical and anachronistic. A Latin word mean-
ing “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 spolin 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. This point would be merely pedantic if the meta-
phor 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
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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
exceptions, Germans write about Ottonian art and architecture, the French write
about medieval France, the Italians about Italy, the English about England.
With no medieval 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, spolin
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 removatio. Spolia also resonate with prominent
themes of postmodern cultural criticism, such as appropriation, bricolage, historic-
ism, the fragment, and ruin.

History

The label spolin 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 Britain
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 structures.
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 (817-25) of Louis the Pious
grants permission to Archbishop Ebbo of Reims to take material from his city’s
wall to reconstruct Reims Cathedral.”

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
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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.?

The reuse of Roman stone for building was normal until the late eleventh and
twelfth centuries, especially in Britain. At that point it tapered oft 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
ornamental, 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 spolin is the passage in
Einhard’s biography of Charlemagne (£.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 (¢.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.*

Charlemagne probably intended the display of Roman marble (as well as
porphyry and granite) spolin in his Palatine Chapel as a political gesture. Its
scarcity and aesthetic 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 . . .”® 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 aesthetic effects with spatial geo-
metry and the virtuosic handling of local limestone and sandstone. Already in
Ottonian architecture, marble played a diminished role compared to the previ-
ous millennium.

Outside the realm of architecture, reuse is most conspicuous in the treasury
arts: reliquaries, Gospel book covers, processional and standing crosses, and
jewelry.® 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. 11-1), named 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
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Cross in Cologne (fig. 11-2), donated
by Archbishop Herimann and his sis-
ter Ida, Abbess of St Maria im Kapitol
(d.1060), on which a lapis lazuli
female portrait, possibly of Augustus’
wife Livia, functions as the head of
Christ; and the Eagle Vase now in
the Louvre (fig. 11-3), 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 ornamented 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.1002-14); or the Shrine
of the Three Kings in Cologne
Cathedral (¢.1200), which has large
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”
FiGURE 11-1 The Lothar Cross, for Christian purposes by creative
£.980-1000. Aachen Domschatz. Photo: misreading, a process that modern
Bildarchiv Foto Marburg/Art Resource, NY.  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.”

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 mag-
ical powers attributed to gemstones. Some lapidaries provide such detailed infor-
mation 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 Albertus Magnus updated the lapidary tradition with scientific,
Aristotelian explanations, but also perpetuated the beliefs that the innate forces
of stones could be enhanced by images and that some of the images seen on
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FIGURE 11-2 The Herimann Cross, ¢.1049. Cologne: Erzbischofliches
Ditdzesanmuseum. Photo: Bildarchiv Foto Marburg/Art Resource, NY.

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.®

A different, emotional, and sensory relation to gems is recorded in the writ-
ings of Abbot Suger, who added many precious confections to the treasury of
St Denis (fig. 11-4). Suger’s memoirs describe his delight in materials, nostalgic
appreciation of lost standards of craftsmanship, and pleasure at getting a good
bargain.’

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 his ancient and other exotic ornaments as “reused.”’”
Technically speaking, gems were reset rather than reused. For this and other
reasons it is even more uncertain whether precious ornaments really belong to



F1iGure 11-3 The Eagle Vase of Suger, ¢.1140—4. Paris: Louvre. Photo: Bridgeman-
Giraudon/Art Resource, NY.
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F1GURrEe 11-4 The Treasury of St Denis, including the Eagle Vase and other objects
made for Abbot Suger. From Michel Félibien, Histoire de ’abbaye royale de Saint-Denis
en France, plate IV. Paris: 1706. Photo: Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana (Vaticano).

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 spolin, that is, spolin 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 Marangoni:
Delle cose gentilesche e profane trasportate ad wuso ed adornamento delle chiese.
Marangoni, an ecclesiastic, sought to demystify the presence of “pagan and
profane” objects in Christian sacred spaces. The opposition of pagan and Chris-
tian became one of the most enduring themes in the study of spolin. 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
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described as the first archaeological 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.”"!

The modern study of spolin 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 basil-
icas 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 make-
shift response to lack of time or skill. He pointed to thematic echoes of the
spolin 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.'?

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 aesthetic 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.'?

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 spo/ia was inhibited by national prejudices in favor of authentic-
ally 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.'*

If they attended to spolin at all, twentieth-century architectural historians tended
to follow Viollet-le-Duc in considering spolia an impediment to the develop-
ment of new, characteristically medieval styles. Thus for Hans 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.”*® Giinter
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Bandmann, however, devoted a page to spoliz in a book that considered medi-
eval architecture not as a progression of styles but as bearer of meaning (1951).
Bandmann noted that the taking of architectural spolin was a means of empow-
ering 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.'® It was Bandmann’s work rather than Deichmann’s
that ultimately stimulated interest in spo/ia in northern medieval architecture, at
least in Germany.

An example of Bandmann’s influence is Wolfgang Go6tz’s interpretation of the
cast end of Magdeburg Cathedral (1966), where the spoliate column shafts ori-
ginally 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
Gotz observed, they judged it only on the criterion of style. Gotz explained the
spolin 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.” Gtz 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 Ger-
man art history before World War 11, 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.”"®

The first volume of the Journal of the Warbury Institute, published in 1937-
8, contained an article by William Heckscher that responded to Snijder’s inter-
pretation 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 aesthetic 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.

Heckscher stressed the conviction of medieval thinkers that their world was
continuous with that of ancient Rome. The Roman past was “pagan,” but its
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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.”"’

Another Warburg publication transposed the theme of classical influence into
French. Jean Adhémar’s Influences antiques dans Part du moyen dge frangaise of
1939 is a survey of the archaeological 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.?

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.?' 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 rebuft of Heckscher’s “very
wide-ranging speculations,” 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 example:*

[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 11, only Richard Hamann-MacLean’s
long article of 1949-50 found a particular role for spolzan. 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 spolza might
have been used: convenience, economy, aesthetic appreciation of materials or
workmanship, the collecting impulse, and the belief in miracles and the magic
of things (Dingzaunber). 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.”?

The decades of the 1950s and 1960s were marked by a few impressive mono-
graphic studies and particular discoveries, including Jean Taralon’s stunning
revelation (1955) that the golden head of the reliquary statue of St Foi at
Congques 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.** 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, Renais-
sance 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, nor-
mally 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 “prin-
ciple 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.”® The “principle of disjunction” continues to tease scholars of spolia,
who were still responding to it in the 1990s.

At the time, however, spolin 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
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essential explanations for spolia: convenience and availability; profanation or
exorcism of demonic force; interpretatio christiana; retrodating or political
legitimation (Bandmann’s Rome “transferred in pieces”); and aesthetic wonder-
ment or admiration (“reuse at any cost”). All of these motives had already been
suggested; indeed, Hamann-MacLean produced almost the same list twenty
years before. The originality of Esch’s contribution lay in the recognition of
spolin 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 intention
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.”

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.?” This was the first lap of what quickly became
a flood of spolin 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.”® There
were other motivations as well, including an Anglo-Italian revival of interest in
Warburgian problems, and a vogue for treasury exhibitions and their catalogues,
which made objects like the Herimann Cross more prominent. Not surprisingly,
such diverse and uncoordinated stimuli produced multiple, erratically connected
lines of scholarship.

The neo-Warburgian strain is represented by the three-volume Memoria
dellantico nell’arvte italiana (1984-6), sponsored by Salvatore Settis in Pisa.
Settis’ 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 spolin along the way. As an authentic medieval metaphor for excerpting
what was usable from classical authors, spolia is Settis’ leitmotif for the Middle
Ages, the period of continuity. Citations and topoi are spolin; 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,
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and to fill it 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 aunctoritas
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.”*

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.”*

Settis’ reflections on spolia, arguably the most challenging of the present era,
have not yet received the attention they deserve outside Italy. More influential
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 anti-
quities in Italy, Northern Europe, and England difters from previous efforts like
Adhémar’s in being restricted to material remains, ignoring literary, ideological,
and other purely verbal 