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Figures and Ornaments


Ornament to half-title and pages v, vi, xiv, xxii, xxv, 295, 300, 366: bronze roundel with enamelled inscription, hyt nys nout as men wenet, English, ?15thC. (Present whereabouts unknown: photograph © The British Museum)


Ornament to Chapter 1: elderly man in bath with young woman fool: lead lid, ?Dutch, 15thC. (Photograph courtesy of Brian Spencer)


1.1     Lovers (woman naked) beside fountain: cast of biscuit-mould, German, first half 15thC. (© Städtisches Museum in Andreasstift, Worms)


1.2     Lovers (woman naked) seated on bed playing instruments: cast of biscuit-mould, German, first half 15thC. (Museum Wiesbaden)


1.3     Man threshes chicks out of eggs: misericord, Emmerich, late 15thC. (Photograph courtesy of Elaine Block)


1.4     All ride the ass: woodcut, German, early 16thC. (Bodleian Library, Oxford, Douce Prints W.2.2b (25). Photograph from E. Diederichs, Deutsches Leben der Vergangenheit, Abb. 666, Jena, 1908)


1.5     Fox/wolf preaches to sheep: stained and painted glass, English mid-15thC. (© Burrell Collection, Glasgow)


1.6     Dildo-pedlar (and dog running off with one): cast of biscuit-mould, German, first half 15thC. (© MAK Österreichisches Museum für Angewandte Kunst, Vienna)


Ornament to Chapter 2: four-leaf clover inscribed ‘t’: lead badge, English 14th/15thC. (Photograph courtesy of Brian Spencer)


2.1     Christ-child caressing parrot with New Year’s greeting: woodcut-sheet, German, mid-15thC. (© Staatlichen Museen Preußischer Kulturbesitz, Berlin)


2.2     St Gertrude and mice: woodcut-sheet, German, mid-15thC. (© Staatlichen Museen Preußischer Kulturbesitz, Berlin)


2.3     Quatrefoil replaces head of God the Father: manuscript miniature, English, early 13thC. (By permission of the Master and Fellows of Trinity College, Cambridge. Ref: Trinity College Library, MS B.11.4, f. 119r)


2.4     St Werburgh’s geese in pen: misericord supporter, Chester Cathedral, late 14thC. (© University of Manchester: photograph courtesy of Christa Grössinger)


2.5     Edward III as a boy and Queen Isabella: lead badge inscribed Mothere, English, c. 1330. (© The British Museum)


2.6     Manuscript map of the Isle of Thanet, showing detail of the deer and the cursus cerve, English, c. 1410. (Ref: MS 1, Trinity Hall, Cambridge)


2.7     Birds help St Alto build his cell: woodcut-sheet, German, c. 1500. (© National Gallery of Art, Washington)


2.8     Phallus, flanked by women, surmounts breeches: lead badge, Dutch, first half 15thC. (© Boijmans Van Beuningen Museum, Rotterdam: Stichting Middeleeuwse*)


2.9     Sinte Aelwaer: woodcut-sheet (detail), Cornelis Anthonisz, Amsterdam, c. 1520. (© Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam)


Ornament to Chapter 3: Cat with mouse, inscribed gret wel gibbe oure cat: drawing of seal-impression. (Reproduced with permission of the Society of Antiquaries from Proceedings of the Society of Antiquaries N.S. 12 (1888), p. 97)


3.1     The king of the Garamantes rescued by his dogs: manuscript miniature (detail), English, 1220s/1230s. (© The British Library. Ref: BL, Royal MS 12. F. XIII, f. 30v)


3.2     Mattathias beheads the idolatrous cat-worshiper: manuscript miniature (detail), Winchester Bible, f. 350v, English, late 12thC. (Photograph © Winchester Cathedral)


3.3     Four proverbs enacted before King David: engraved sheet, Van Meckenem, c. 1495. (© The British Museum)


3.4     Turning the cat in the pan: pen-and-ink marginal drawing, Muschamp Moot Book, English, early 15thC. (© The British Library. Ref: BL, Harl. MS 1807, f. 309)


3.5     Misericord: rat-porteur/rapporteur, Vendôme, late 15thC. (Photograph courtesy of Elaine Block)


3.6     Animals in roundels: engraved sheet (detail), Florence, c. 1460. (© The British Museum)


3.7     Emblematic catechism: woodcut-sheet, Tegernsee, late 15thC. (© Bibliothèque nationale, Paris)


3.8       Bronze tap with handle in the form of a cockerel, English 15thC. (Private collection: photograph courtesy of Brian Spencer)


3.9       Sex organs in intercourse: seal-impression from matrix found at Wicklewood, inscribed IAS: TIDBAVLCOC, English, c. 1300. (Drawing by Steven Ashley of Norfolk Landscape Archaeology)


3.10   amulet in the form of the valves of a mussel, one inscribed with vulva symbol, Dutch, 1375x1425. (© Boijmans Van Beuningen Museum, Rotterdam: Stichting Middeleeuwse*)


3.11   Young woman and fox: pen-and-ink drawing, South German, c. 1530. (© Universitätsbibliothek Erlangen-Nürnberg)


3.12   Wife beats yarn-winding husband with foxtail: brass dish, German, late 15thC. (© Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York)


3.13   Gold finger-ring, engraved with woman leading squirrel and a figura grammatica inscription, English, 15thC. (© The British Museum)


3.14   Flock in sheep-fold with bell-wether: manuscript miniature, Luttrell Psalter, English, c. 1330x40 (© The British Library. Ref: BL, Add. MS 42130, f. 163v)


Ornament to Chapter 4: devil as fashionably-dressed woman: manuscript miniature, Winchester Psalter, English mid-12thC.


4.1     Head-on-legs monster (blemya): misericord supporter, Ripon, late 15thC. (Photograph: author’s collection)


4.2     Wild Men and dragons: misericord, St Mary’s, Beverley, mid-15thC. (Photograph: author’s collection)


4.3     Tailed king hawking: manuscript miniature, Picardy, late 13thC. (© Yale University. Ref: MS 229, f. 363r)


4.4     Bridegroom with cuckold’s horns: manuscript miniature, Decretals, French, c. 1300. (© Bibliothèque nationale, Paris. Ref: BN MS lat. 3898, f. 297)


4.5     Master and schoolboys, dunce wears ass’s head: woodcut, Spiegel des menschlichen Lebens, Augsburg, 1470s. (© Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, Munich)


4.6     Clerical wolves devour sheep: title-page woodcut, Wie man die falschen prophete, Wittenberg, 1536. (© Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, Munich)


4.7     Wineskin-monks sing in praise of vino puro: misericord, Ciudad Rodrigo, c. 1500. (Photograph courtesy of Elaine Block)


4.8     Medieval stone sheelagh-na-gig, Llandrindod. (Photograph: author’s collection)


4.9     Picture of Nobody: title-page woodcut, Sermo pauperis Henrici de sancto Nemine, German, c. 1510. (© Staats- und Stadtbibliothek, Augsburg,)


Ornament to Chapter 5: gagged scold’s head: misericord, Stratford-on-Avon, 15thC. (Photograph: author’s collection)


5.1     Nemo with bird nesting on head swats fly-swarm: title-page woodcut (detail), Leipzig, 1518. (© The British Library)


5.2     Allegory of penitence with fly-swarm: manuscript leaf, Lambeth Apocalypse. (© Lambeth Palace Library, London. Ref: MS 209, f. 53.)


5.3     Carvers quarrelling, one thumbs nose at his opposite number: misericord. (© University of Manchester: photograph courtesy of Christa Grössinger)


5.4     Debtor’s seal soiled with dung of sow on which man sits backwards, debtors hanged and broken on the wheel: painted manuscript Schandbild. (© Hessisches Staatsarchiv, Marburg)


5.5     Judensau: woodcut-sheet, German, late 15thC. (© Historisches Museum, Frankfurt)


5.6     Punishment of dishonest baker and prostitute: painted initial. (© Bristol City Council. Ref: Bristol City Charter 1347)


5.7     Dishonest ale-wife carried off to hell: misericord, Ludlow, c. 1420. (© University of Manchester: photograph courtesy of Christa Grössinger)


5.8     Old maid leads apes into hell-mouth: misericord, Bristol, 1520. (© University of Manchester: photograph courtesy of Christa Grössinger)


5.9     Man masquerading as washerwoman exposed in a cart at the crossroads: manuscript miniature, Cent nouvelles nouvelles, French, ?1462. (© Glasgow University Library. Ref: Hunter MS 252, f. 108r)


5.10   Devil barrows fox and monks to hell: misericord, Windsor, c. 1480. (Photograph courtesy of the Dean and Canons of Windsor)


Ornament to Chapter 6: fool’s head in eared hood: stall-elbow (detail), Beverley Minster, 1520. (Photograph: author’s collection)


6.1     Bench-end, fool holding ladle, St Levan, late 15thC. (Photograph: author’s collection)


6.2     Entertainer (?fool) in checked tunic with performing dog: manuscript miniature, Luttrell Psalter, English, c. 1330x40. (© The British Library. Ref: BL, Add. MS 42130, f. 84)


6.3     Bronze marotte head: Ellesmere, 15thC. (Rowley’s House Museum, Shrewsbury)


6.4     Male and female fools: engraving, Hans Sebald Beham, 1530s. (© The British Museum)


6.5     Fool’s head: ceramic whistle, English, 15thC. (© The British Museum)


6.6     Fool plays on penis, pig on bagpipe: manuscript drawing (detail), English, 14thC. (© The British Library. Ref: BL, Sloane MS 748, f. 82v)


6.7     a and b Fools in hood with (a) ear and belled peak, (b) ear and foxtail: stall-elbows, Manchester, c. 1506. (Photograph: author’s collection)


6.8     Grimacing fool’s head flanked by geese: misericord, Beverley Minster, 1520. (© University of Manchester: photograph courtesy of Christa Grössinger)


6.9     Platter (Ambraser Narrenteller) painted with fool scenes, Rhenish, 1528. (© Germanisches Nationalmuseum, Nürnberg)


6.10   Boy bishop, lead seal matrix, 15thC, England. PAS database, LEIC-B9E481.


Ornament to Chapter 7: lead pendant in the form of a curry-comb inscribed fauel, English, 15thC. (Private collection: photograph courtesy of Brian Spencer)


7.1     Four proverbs (Proverbs 30, 18–19) and King Solomon: enamelled silver bowl roundel. (© St Annen-Museum, Lübeck)


7.2     Platter (Narrenschüssel) painted with enthroned king surrounded by sixteen proverbial follies, German, late 15thC. (© Germanisches Nationalmuseum, Nürnberg)


7.3     Man thrashing ‘snail’ with flail: misericord, Bristol, 1520. (© University of Manchester: photograph courtesy of Christa Grössinger)


7.4     Man whipping snail: bronze fountain statuette, Flemish, mid-15thC. (Photograph © Sotheby’s)


7.5     Trying to squeeze a tree through a doorway crosswise: wall-painting, Mårslet, Denmark, late 12thC. (Photograph courtesy of Axel Bolvig, University of Copenhagen)


7.6     Humane rider at the windmill: Lead badge, Dutch, 1375x1425. (© Boijmans Van Beuningen Museum, Rotterdam: Stichting Middeleeuwse*)


7.7     Hare-messenger: stone statue, St Mary’s, Beverley, 13thC. (Photograph: author’s collection)


7.8     Man with wooden leg shears running hare manuscript miniature (detail), Bury Bible. (Photograph courtesy of the Courtauld Institute of Art. Ref: Corpus Christi College, Cambridge, MS 2, f. 1v)


7.9     Fools plant needles to grow steel bars: pen-and-ink drawing, Proverbes en Rimes, Savoie, late 15thC. (© Walters Art Gallery, Baltimore)


7.10   Washing the ass’s head: majolica dish, Deruta, 1566. (© Victoria and Albert Museum, London)


7.11   Shoeing the goose: misericord, Whalley, c. 1430. (© University of Manchester: photograph courtesy of Christa Grössinger)


7.12   Throwing the baby out with the bathwater: woodcut, Narrenbeschwörung, 1512.


Ornament to Chapter 8: winged boar: lead badge, English, ?15thC. (Private collection: photograph courtesy of Brian Spencer)


8.1. Priest ploughs, peasant celebrates mass in upside down church: woodcut, Spiegel der naturlichen himlischen und prophetischen sehungen, Leipzig, 1522. (© The British Library. Ref: BL, Sig. A4r)


8.2     Hare rides hound: floor-tile from Derby Priory, English, late 13thC. (© Pickford House Museum, Derby: photograph courtesy of Don Farnsworth)


8.3     Fool puts shoe on head: pen-and-ink drawing, Proverbes en Rimes, French, early 16thC., (© The British Library. Ref: BL, Add. MS 37527)


8.4     Winged pig on world-orb: woodcut sheet, Cornelis Anthonisz, Amsterdam, 1530s. (© Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam)


8.5     Birds carry sacks to the mill: misericord supporter, Windsor, c. 1480. (Photograph courtesy of the Dean and Canons of Windsor)


8.6     Ass plays the organ: pen-and-ink drawing, Flemish, c. 1480. (© Ashmolean Museum, Oxford)


8.7     Knight fights snail: ivory draughtspiece, English, 14thC. (© The British Museum)


8.8     Hare spears tailor who drops shears: manuscript miniature, Metz Pontifical, Flemish, c. 1300. (© Fitzwilliam Museum. Ref: MS 298 f. 34v)


8.9     Threshing water: woodcut-sheet, Hans Sebald Beham, c. 1526. (© Germanisches Nationalmuseum, Nürnberg)


8.10   Nous sommes sept: carved wooden group, French, ?early 16thC. (© Musée de la Chartreuse, Douai)


8.11   Ass in the tree, birds on the ground, low-relief wood carving,1521, Switzerland.


8.12   Apes rob pedlar, enamelled beaker, 1425x50, Burgundy. New York, Metropolitan Museum, 52.50.


8.13   Hare and hound gamble for hood, seal matrix (impression), 14thC, England.


8.14   Ape, owl, ass, copper alloy seal matrix (photo reversed), 14thC, England. PAS database, IOW-9975D3.


Ornament to Chapter 9: swan-knight: misericord, Exeter, c. 1240. (Photograph: author’s collection)


9.1     Guy of Warwick slays dragon and rescues lion: silver-gilt roundel in base of mazer bowl, English, 14thC., St Nicholas’s Hospital, Harbledown. (Photograph courtesy of The Royal Museum and Art Gallery, Canterbury)


9.2     Tristan and Isolde: lead mirror-frame, English, 13thC. (© Perth Museum and Art Gallery)


9.3     Ywain’s horse severed by portcullis: misericord, Enville, late 14thC. (© University of Manchester: photograph courtesy of Christa Grössinger)


9.4     The Man in the Moon: seal-impression, English, 14thC. (© Society of Antiquaries of London)


9.5     Moon as profile face: misericord, Ripple, late 15thC. (© University of Manchester: photograph courtesy of Christa Grössinger)


9.6     Lazybones, inscribed LEIIAERT: lead pendant, Dutch, 1375x1425. (© Boijmans Van Beuningen Museum, Rotterdam: Stichting Middeleeuwse*)


9.7     Le Bon Serviteur: woodcut-sheet, French, 1560s/1570s. (©Bibliothèque nationale, Paris)


9.8     Clever daughter: misericord, Worcester, 1379. (Photograph: author’s collection)


9.9     Fox hanged by birds: bench-end, Brent Knoll, late 14thC. (Photograph: author’s collection)


9.10   Wolf at school, earthenware tile, mid-13thC, Switzerland.


Ornament to Chapter 10: heart pinned to sleeved arm: lead badge, Dutch, 1325x75. (Gemeente, Dordrecht)


10.1   Youth suffering the pangs of love: dotted print, German, late 15thC. (© The British Museum)


10.2   Man with hand on skull holding pansy: oil painting on panel, Flemish, early 16thC. (© National Gallery, London)


10.3   Rose-bud labelled GENTIL BOTU: lead badge, French, 15thC. (Musée du Moyen Age, Cluny: photograph © Réunion des Musées Nationaux, courtesy Gérard Blot)


10.4   Riddle of seated woman and three suitors: pen-and-ink drawing, French, late 15thC. (© Cleveland Museum of Art)


10.5   Gold finger-ring ornamented with love-knot and padlock: German, 14thC. (© Museum für Kunst und Kulturgeschichte, Lübeck)


10.6   Blindfold girl practises love-divination with book: engraving, Melchior Lorch, 1547. (© The British Museum)


10.7   Gold pendant from West Acre, ornamented with tears, quatrefoils, and hearts in presses: English, ?15thC. (© The British Museum)


10.8   Girl holding flower labelled apriel: ‘print’ engraved base of silver bowl, English, early 15thC. (© The Museum of London)


10.9   Gold ring-brooch with inscription beginning IEO SUI FERMAIL: English or French, 13thC. (© The British Museum)


10.10 Rose branch and inscribed banderole: carved wooden capital. (© Alte Burse, Tübingen: photograph courtesy of Manfred Grohe)


10.11 Lovers playing chess, inscribed with couplet: leather shoe upper, Dutch, c. 1400. (© Rijksmuseum van Oudheden, Leiden)


10.12 Man wearing hat with badge (enseigne): oil painting on panel (detail), Jan Gossaert, 1520s. (© Sterling and Francine Clark Institute, Williamstown)


10.13 Silver-gilt bridal crown with openwork inscription, trewelich: South German, mid-15thC. (© Germanisches Nationalmuseum, Nürnberg)


10.14 Violets growing on a grassy bank: lead badges, upper example inscribed veolit in maye lady, English, 15thC. (Above © Museum of London. Right: private collection. Photographs courtesy of Brian Spencer)


10.15 Heart-in-press, 16thC painting of tournament horse’s trapper, 1512, German.


10.16 Lady arms her kneeling knight, enamelled harness-pendant, 15thC, Spanish. New York, Metropolitan Museum, LC-043-454-001.


10.17 Lovers beneath tree and amuletic inscription, enamelled harness-pendant, 15thC, Spanish. New York, Metropolitan Museum, LC-043-432-001.


Ornament to Chapter 11: man gropes hen (hennetaster): stall-elbow, Kempen, c. 1500. (Photograph courtesy of Elaine Block)


11.1   Bearded lady spinning: manuscript miniature, Topographia Hibernia, English, early 13thC. (© The British Library. Ref: BL, Royal MS 13. B. VIII, f. 19)


11.2   a and b Young woman spinning (left, with flap down, snake between her legs; right, with flap raised): pen-and-ink lift-the-flap drawing, German, early 16thC. (© Staatsbibliothek, Berlin. Ref: MS germ. qu. 718, f. 65v)


11.3   Battle for the Breeches: dotted print, Keulenmeister, Upper Rhine, 1460s. (© The British Museum)


11.4   Man in apron washing up: misericord supporter, Beverley Minster, 1520. (Photograph: author’s collection)


11.5   Old woman binds devil to cushion: stall-elbow, Hoogstraeten, 1532x48. (Photograph courtesy of Elaine Block)


11.6   Title-page woodcut, Smyth whych that forged hym a new dame, London, c. 1565. (© Bodleian Library, Oxford)


11.7   Phyllis riding Aristotle: bronze aquamanile, Mosan, c. 1400. (© Metropolitan Museum, New York)


11.8   Devil appears between ‘horns’ of woman’s headdress: misericord, Minster-in-Thanet, c. 1410. (© University of Manchester: photograph courtesy of Christa Grössinger)


11.9   Woman combing her hair sees devil’s arse in mirror: woodcut, Ritter von Thurn, Basel, 1493.


Ornament to Chapter 12: legged phallus approaching legged vulva: lead badge inscribed PINTELIN, Dutch, 1325x75. (Private collection: photograph Cothen*)


12.1   Young woman making anasyrma gesture: pipeclay figurine, ?Cologne, 15thC. (Photograph courtesy of Brain Spencer)


12.2   Phalli carrying crowned vulva on litter: lead badge, Dutch, 1375x1425. (© Boijmans Van Beuningen Museum, Rotterdam: photograph Cothen*)


12.3   Vulva-pilgrim: lead badge, Dutch, 1375x1425. (Private collection: photograph © Stichting Middeleeuwse*)


12.4   Ballock-knife/-dagger: English, 15thC. (© Museum of London)


12.5   Woman drinks from phallovitrobolus: misericord supporter, Bristol, 1520. (Photograph: author’s collection)


12.6   Witch magically removes another penis: woodcut (detail), Pluemen der tugent, Augsburg, 1486. (© Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, Munich)


12.7   Death and the lascivious couple: engraving, Hans Sebald Beham, 1529. (© Ashmolean Museum, Oxford)


12.8   Bird pecks glans of phallus-animal: lead badge, Dutch, second half of 14thC. (© Bureau Oudheidkundig Onderzoek Rotterdam: photograph courtesy of H.J.E. Van Beuningen)


12.9   Phallus-bearing tree: pen-and-ink drawing, ?German, late 15thC. (© Topkapi Sarayi Müzesi Sultanahmet, Istanbul)


12.10 Woman picks apple, man cups her breasts, older woman looks on: tapestry (fragment), Basel, c. 1480. (Private collection: photograph courtesy of Galerie Arts Anciens, Montalchez)


Ornament to Chapter 13: man exposes bottom at viewer: stone label-stop, Cley, ?14thC. (Photograph courtesy of Charles Tracy)


13.1   Friar evacuates devil: misericord, Windsor, c. 1480. (Photograph courtesy of the Dean and Canons of Windsor)


13.2   Dukatenmensch,: wooden statuette, Goslar, 1494. (Photograph courtesy of Schoening Verlag, Lübeck)


13.3   Eulenspiegel ‘beshits the roast’: woodcut, Eulenspiegel, Strasbourg, c. 1510.


13.4   Peasant observes Neidhart finding the violet (Veilchenschwank): woodcut, German, late 15thC.


13.5   Man stirring excrement: pen-and-ink drawing, Proverbes en Rimes, Savoie, late 15thC. (©Walters Art Gallery, Baltimore)
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13.7   Boys playing ‘cock-fighting’: misericord supporter, Windsor, c. 1480. (Photograph courtesy of the Dean and Canons of Windsor)


13.8   Man bellows ape’s bottom: misericord, Great Malvern, c. 1480, (Photograph: author’s collection)


13.9   Man urinates into winnowing-fan, misericord carving, 1522, Champeaux, France.


* Stichting Middeleeuwse Religieuze en Profane Insignes, Cothen: photograph courtesy of H.J.E. Van Beuningen.
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15. Solomon and Marcolf: manuscript miniature, Ormesby Psalter, English, early 14thC. (© Bodleian Library. Ref: MS Douce 366, f. 72r)


16. Riddle, test of resourcefulness: manuscript miniature, Ormesby Psalter, English, early 14thC. (© Bodleian Library. Ref: MS Douce 366, f. 89r)


17. Petrified maidens’ dance: manuscript miniature, marvels of the East, English, early 12thC. (© Bodleian Library. Ref: MS Bodl. 614, f.81v)


18. Lovers grafting clasped hands of fidelity, and ‘daisy oracle’: tapestry (detail), Strasbourg, c. 1430. (© Historisches Museum Basel)


19. Love-magic ritual (Liebeszauber): oil on panel, Cologne, late 15thC. (© Museum der bildenden Künste, Leipzig)


20. Girl binds forget-me-not garland: oil on panel, Hans Suess von Kulmbach, c. 1510. (© The Metropolitan Museum of Art)


21. Venus adored by famous lovers: painted birth-salver (desco da parto), Florence, first half of 15thC. (Musée du Louvre, Paris: photograph © Réunion des Musées Nationaux, courtesy of Gérard Blot)


22. Assault on the maiden’s castle: pen-and-ink drawing with colour-wash, Flemish, c. 1470. (Private collection, São Paulo: photograph courtesy of José Mindlin)


23. Knight of the drooping lance: pen-and-ink drawing with colour-wash, Flemish, c. 1470. (Private collection, São Paulo: photograph courtesy of José Mindlin)


24. His key too small for her lock: pen-and-ink drawing with colour-wash, Flemish, c. 1470. (Private collection, São Paulo: photograph courtesy of José Mindlin)
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It is a curious experience to be invited to revisit work published some two decades ago! One is gratified to think it has been deemed an exercise still potentially profitable.


There are corrections to be made, of course – despite one’s best efforts, the occasional error of fact, the emphases of interpretation one might now wish to have toned down – or, indeed, up. But it is also an oddly personal reckoning. Have one’s words stood that famously chronological examination, the ‘Test of Time’? And never mind the criticisms of others, do they survive one’s own?


I think now – some two decades after the event – that my hopes for the book were that it should prove an ideal title to appear on the reading-list of students embarking on a Medieval Studies course – not a course in Medieval Art History (supposing such a course should still exist) – just as a general background book, but also as a Don’t-believe-everything-the-classic-books-tell-you-about-the-Middle-Ages sort of book – and yet, I hope, a book far from frivolous. I’ve no reason to believe it appeared on any student’s reading-list – ever. (But eager to be disabused!)


Rather than write what would, in effect, be a completely new book, I have chosen to add the new material to the end of each chapter. This new text attempts to update recent research and adds occasional new motifs which have since come to my notice. It cannot, of course, be a synthesis of the last two decades’ work in medieval studies as they pertain to art history; it must inevitably be only an idiosyncratic update referring only to those books, articles and discoveries that I have happened to notice in areas of interest to me – but peppered with a few new hobbyhorses of my own.


It seems counter-intuitive, but in fact, the corpus of medieval art and artworks is always growing! The enthusiasm for metal-detecting – in Britain especially – has yielded many ‘new’ medieval objects, and in particular, the copper-alloy seal-matrices with their often quirky legends and fascinating devices. New wall-paintings too continue to emerge, shyly, or – in the case of those in the Languedoc, rudely – from under the centuries of whitewash and overlay. And just when one thought that the inventory of all late medieval illuminated manuscripts was closed, along comes the spectacular Macclesfield Psalter! Even – inevitably the year after the book was published – new panel paintings appear, such as the extraordinary late fifteenth-century Allegory of Love attributed to the confusingly-named (as he worked in Antwerp) Master of Frankfurt. And, as ever, the Dutch lead badges continue to astonish – surrealism avant la lettre! But nor does scholarship stand still – even long familiar artworks can be reclaimed, re-identified and re-interpreted in the light of new knowledge.


My aim in 2002 was to present a somewhat different picture from that found in the generality of books on medieval art, one that did not ignore huge areas of medieval culture, and one that I hoped would prove a corrective to what I regarded as the long-standing, distorted perception of medieval art.


The exponential growth of the internet in those past two decades has seen the publication of various corpora and databases, and now every major museum and gallery, and most minor ones too, has a searchable website, and other online blogs and platforms have appeared on which much excellent work is published (and much dross too, of course).


In those past two decades my own interests have moved forward chronologically too, and I am currently absorbed by the extraordinary iconographic wealth of early modern alba amicorum [‘friendship books’] – still all but unknown in Britain – an iconography which, of course, continues many of the motifs first found in the late Middle Ages, as I am at pains to point out in what follows, in what I find I still tend to think of as The Other Middle Ages.


Malcolm Jones


Bucharest


November 2024
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In the Royal Society of Antiquities, a lofty hall off the courtyard of the Royal Academy, Malcolm Jones was showing slides of winged penises, flying vulvas, belled cocks, pudenda on stilts, and other symbols of vigour and fertility; he was accompanying the slides with a learned commentary on the emblems, on their associated puns, proverbs, and possible significance and uses. From this material, he then moved on to sows and donkeys spinning thread, to lubricious widows, and other misogynist motifs; this was followed by a look at some capering wild men or wodehouses, and a short enquiry into fantasies associated with their hairy bodies.


It was the first time that I had heard Malcolm Jones speak, and I was there because I’d read an extraordinarily rich and surprising article on sexual culture in the Middle Ages published in the journal Folklore. The evidence he was presenting to his audience of Antiquaries focused on medieval lead badges, die-cast metal artefacts, which have been buried for centuries: many examples have recently been dredged up from the tidal Schelde estuary in the Netherlands. The invention of the metal detector, and the perseverance of anoraked enthusiasts in the mudflats, have made possible the discovery of a new contemporary treasure hoard. These cheap souvenirs from pilgrimage sites, akin to the contemporary lapel or hitchhiker’s rucksack badge, these emblems have revealed new depths to the fantastical, bold, rude and secular mentalité of the ordinary man and woman.


The talk Malcolm was giving that day was scholarly, serious, and highly original. But it was also, inevitably, funny: there is no other response to these images and punning devices than laughter. Laughter is interesting in its complexity of response: a release from embarrassment, a recognition of rudeness and outrageousness, as well as a kind of shock that the unspeakable has been spoken, the obscene brought in from the wings to take centre stage. In this packed and fascinating book, The Secret Middle Ages, Malcolm Jones has mustered a crowd of many more star witnesses, an exuberant and outspoken host of characters – burlesque saints, wise fools (and ribald ones), hairy anchorites, Englishmen with tails, donkey-headed dunces, and a huge and entertaining case of animal characters who bridge the world of the classical fable and the Victorian children’s tale. These figures are compacted of stories, and communicate symbolically, through sign, gesture, allegory, wordplay, and dense, literary allusion. They provide an iconic thesaurus of ‘the other Middle Ages’, as the author calls his focus of interest (c. 1100–1550). Together they colour in a picture of a less repressed, less courtly, less institutionalised, more eclectic, and above all less Christian complex of thinking and feeling, connecting to non-Christian antecedents. What Chaucer in English, Boccaccio in Italian, and, later, Rabelais in French, explore through their storytelling, comic vision and verbal virtuosity, many artists using every kind of form – biscuit moulds, misericords, valentines, crockery, leather, mirrors and body language – also contain and heavenward-reaching spires of Gothic cathedrals, penitential superstition and ignorance, are shutting their faculties to a lively, and very different history.


Traditionally, the overlooked margin has been the place where the subversive gesture, the impious (often devilish) doodle, the blasphemous vignette have been confined, but Malcolm Jones sweeps them into plain sight, as part of a larger record of imaginative order imposed on experience. Also, unlike analysts who use the psychological model of repression to explain medieval secular imagery, he finds impious energies expanding throughout the social sphere, nor only fuelling a counter culture identified with the plebeian, lower orders. Mikhail Bakhtin’s celebrated study if Rabelais developed the idea of the carnivalesque in order to understand popular forms of expressions that involve unruliness, mockery, and insubordination. The generous and wide-ranging repertory of motifs and objects offered here by Malcolm Jones effectively puts a question mark against this model of inversion, of occasional eruptions and explosions of the people’s voice. His wonderful mass of lore, from the language of flowers to the vision of Cockaigne, from the encoding of sexual knowledge to the dirty jokes, shifts the secular temper of the times from the periphery and spreads it more widely. His material consequently also disturbs easy acceptance of the carnivalesque as medieval authority’s method of containing rebellion and maintaining social cohesion. It reveals the plurality of means of expression in medieval society, a looser political stranglehold on the tendencies and pleasures of the imaginary, and widespread and deeply embedded ways of meaning and communication held in common.


Much of the imagery has become unfamiliar to contemporary receivers, because we are ignorant of the sources, and cut off from the circulation of their ideas – partly as a result of aesthetic patrolling of medieval profanity. But recovering these meanings, discovering the things that aroused a man or a woman in fifteenth-century York, or that made them laugh, or stirred their derision, can reconnect us to the past, even if we do not experience the same things in the same way. As Malcolm Jones points out, it is very odd indeed that in this country, which is so rich in different local traditions, and so committed to historical understanding, so little research into the vernacular cultures of the past is being done (his university, Sheffield, being one of the very few to offer a course of stidy into folklore).


‘Folklore’ was the term coined in 1846 to describe the common stockpot of customs, beliefs, images, songs and sayings of a place and the people who live there. In an age so riven by questions of belonging and unbelonging, these elements – these commonplaces of a culture – give texture, distinctiveness and vitality to memory, individually and socially. But to be a folklorist in these islands somehow condemns you to be seen as a kind of train-spotter, jigging Morris bells, and quaffing real ale. Yet the stories, images, proverbial wisdom collected and discussed here could never be described as nostalgic or cosy, but go to the heart of many matters, including difficult, disturbing areas of mistrust, xenophobia, intolerance, misanthropy, as well as sexual conflict.


The Secret Middle Ages contains a unique and remarkable archive of illustrations, of unfamiliar artefacts and pictures, never gathered together before, and the result of years of unrivalled intellectual archaeology. It really would be impossible to credit the complexity and duration of the work involved in such a record – it requires finding, travelling, noticing, identifying, collecting and obtaining a photograph of every item. The publishers are also to be congratulated, along with the author, on these generous reproductions in colour and black and white. Every image here counts: each one gives rise to a journey, a journey through stories, fantasies, assumptions, values; throughout, Malcolm Jones is a most learned and spirited guide, a vivid storyteller and a lexicographer, an iconographic decipherer and a widely versed translator. He’s a living descendant of those prodigal narrative information gatherers of the Middle Ages, those indefatigable chroniclers and encyclopaedists like Bartholomaeus Anglicus, Honorius of Autun, Gervase of Tilbury, and Petrus Comestor (‘Peter the Eater’, so called because he consumed such mighty helpings of knowledge), who also produced books of wonders and curiosities and of lost knowledge of flora and fauna, and made sticks and stones come alive and speak across time.


Marina Warner


June 2002
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This book deliberately sets out to present only half the picture, or half the story, of late medieval art. But it is a half that has been missing, very much the other half. It was born of my frustration with existing general books on medieval art, which seemed to me only ever to present a partial picture consisting of the selfsame artworks that I had seen in all the other ‘art’ books, if arranged in a slightly different order – clearly the stock of medieval art was both very religious, and very limited. The reasons for this curious imbalance are bound up with the history of art history. At the risk of gross oversimplification, the history of the discipline is the history of connoisseurship, and connoisseurs were traditionally interested in ‘Old Masters’ and the Renaissance which, of course, ‘began’ in Italy, and sounded the death-knell of the benighted Middle Ages. It was the Italians who were first classified as Old Masters (and so it has largely remained) although later, and grudgingly, certain Northern European artists were admitted to the charmed circle, mainly the Flemish and the German, but by now, if, as conventionally, we end the Middle Ages in 1500, these ‘parvenus’ were for the most part, safely post-medieval.


While mainly concerned with paintings, connoisseurs were also interested in a mysterious, ill-defined (but always expensive) class of item known as the ‘object of vertù,’ examples of which they sold to each other from time to time (and still do) via the salerooms of the major auction houses. The connoisseur reserved the extreme of his contempt for objects which could only be called ‘archaeological’, unless, of course, they were ‘classical’, or – at a pinch – if not classical, at least fashioned from gold or silver. It would be all too possible (but too depressing) to reconstruct the traditional art-historical hierarchy of medieval art. At the very pinnacle of the pyramid would be paintings – preferably on panel – of the Italian Renaissance – preferably Florentine – and at the bottom, slithering around in the slime (for is it not, after all, quite literally their provenance?) the badges of lead to which I devote so much space here.


This is, of course, a caricature, but such historically-derived attitudes to medieval art, however unconscious, still underlie much of the modern perception of the art of the European Middle Ages. Not only have certain periods and regions been unthinkingly privileged in past decades, but, so too, have particular media, and particular subjects – as if, absurdly, a Florentine painting of the Virgin and Child by a named artist is somehow intrinsically more valuable to art history, than a German clay cake-mould of a peasant ‘brooding’ eggs by an anonymous artist. A recent magnificently produced and authoritative book on medieval jewellery omitted to discuss the bulk of the humblest lead jewellery which is, as I suggest here, both of disproportionate importance to our understanding of medieval culture as a whole, and all but unstudied, and would have benefited especially from being studied by an author so plainly familiar with the more pretentious pieces. Gems and precious metals may dazzle the eye – as, indeed, they do in that book’s sumptuous colour plates – but often advertise little more than the predictable, conspicuous consumption of the elite; a lead badge or brooch, on the other hand, though it may look like some tawdry fairing, may be of more iconographic significance than a cofferful of royal jewels. In the study of the applied arts of the Middle Ages, and sad to say, in England above all, one is still too often forced to the conclusion that ancient snobberies, of the sort which have historically divorced the connoisseur’s objet d’art from the archaeologist’s artefact, and high art from folk art, are still alive and well and living in our national museums and galleries.


In this light, it is entirely predictable that although the personal seals of relatively humble English men and women (including some known to have been of villein status) make up some 80 per cent of all known seals surviving from medieval England, ‘they have been far less studied than the other one-fifth’ of aristocratic type.1 And yet the situation is not quite so bleak as the influential Dutch cultural historian of the Waning of the Middle Ages, Johan Huizinga, believed, writing just after the First World War:




… we only possess a very special fraction of it [sc. art]. Outside ecclesiastical art very little remains. Profane art and applied art have only been preserved in rare specimens. This is a serious want, because these are just the forms of art which would have most revealed to us the relation of artistic productions to social life.2





Like so many such generalisations, this is both true and untrue, true only in part, but not even entirely true at the date that it was written. ‘Profane’ and applied art have not only been preserved in rare specimens, European museums are full of such specimens, but art historians have only rarely deemed them worthy of study, and therefore the great bulk of such material remained unpublished – certainly at the period in which Huizinga was writing – though it is to be hoped that now, at long last, the situation is being somewhat redressed, not least by the publication of catalogues of the lead badges which feature so prominently in the present book and which, ironically, were later to surface in such profusion from Huizinga’s native soil.


In 1988, writing ‘On the State of Medieval Art History’ in The Art Bulletin, Herbert Kessler devoted a mere five lines (in an article running to some twenty pages) to ‘secular art’, the subject of this book:




Even in the secular realm, medieval art was forcefully conventional. Although considerably greater freedom for innovation existed there than in religious production, secular art, too, was governed by the requirement of accuracy in recording secular history.





Admittedly, this generalisation was written by a specialist in medieval religious art, but the absurdly thin coverage of studies of medieval secular art to 1988 – only one book and two articles being footnoted – speaks volumes. It is my hope that this book will take its place alongside those written both before and since 1988, so that never again will it be possible for anyone purportedly reviewing ‘The State of Medieval Art History’ to have done with ‘the secular realm’ in five lines!


I suggest that it is not only that religious art has been privileged for historical and even less worthy reasons, but that – if I dare put it thus baldly – many writers on this period simply do not know the range of visual material that is out there. I hope there are many illustrations in the present book that are unfamiliar to most readers, and even a few that are unknown to experts in the field. Of course, there must be some that are familiar, when the argument requires them – I am not trying to present novelties for novelty’s sake – but I trust the previously unknown images reproduced here will, by their very publication, become better known to students working in this area, and I look forward to seeing them reappear in others’ books.


Hence my title. This material is not really ‘secret’, of course, though one might be forgiven for thinking that much of it was. With the exception of those items literally kept secret from us by the ground which has covered them until their recent excavation, all this material has long been available in museum, archive, and gallery collections – nor, for the most part, can we hide behind the excuse that it was uncatalogued. But there is a sense in which that side of the Middle Ages I write about here has been ‘secret’, for it has not been made public, not been published, and thus remained, as it were, always in shadow – even suspect. With this book I hope to have cast a little light on some neglected aspects of the era.


Nor is this entirely a book about art. There are many aspects of medieval, as of modern, art which are part of the visual culture of the period, though they may rarely ever have been consciously depicted. We hear, for example, of humiliating punishments to which enemies of the nation or of society were subjected, punishments whose visual impact was often an important component of their efficacy – such evidence from chroniclers and others is made use of in Chapter 5. But much art (by anyone’s definition) has simply not survived the passage of the intervening centuries, and so, to recover some of this ‘lost’ material, this book makes full use of inventories and other descriptions of lost work.


In what follows, I have deliberately avoided using such terms as ‘popular art’ or ‘folk art’ in my attempt to redress what I see as an imbalance in the modern representation of medieval art, because such terms seem to me to be just as potentially damaging in the opposite direction, implying that such art was not also visible to the upper echelons of society. Similarly, although I concern myself principally with art which is not overtly religious in its subject matter, it would be foolish and betray a deeply erroneous understanding of medieval realities, to style such work ‘secular’, however oddly the depiction of genitals and buttocks, for instance, may sit with our early twenty-first-century understanding of what is appropriate to church decoration. It is perhaps needless to add, that the aesthetic appeal of any of the items I discuss, I regard as accidental, and would ideally purge myself of all such irrelevant estimations – if I could.


I think it only right to define some of the parameters of my subject. Chronologically, by ‘medieval’, I normally mean late medieval, say, roughly 1200–1550 – ‘medieval’ attitudes and motifs are not all swept away in one cleansing rush of Renaissance fresh air, of course, so I feel free to extend my Middle Ages well into the sixteenth century. Geographically, I focus on England, as it is the English material with which I am most familiar, but I am also anxious to show that England was by no means as much an island culturally as has sometimes been assumed, but shared in many European fashions. Occasionally I treat of continental motifs for which I know of no medieval English reflex, if they seem to me to be of sufficient intrinsic interest in illuminating medieval mentalité.


In terms of genre, I have tried not to privilege manuscripts and other graphic works at the expense of artefacts. On leaving university a formative year spent in what was then the British Museum’s Department of Medieval and Later Antiquities, has left me with an enduring affection for objects. The lead badges, in particular, constitute a major ‘new’ category of material that cannot be ignored by historians of this era any longer.


I must also admit, however, that, for all the foregoing, this is a book without a thesis – unless it is that I claim there is a wealth of fascinating material that needs to be considered before we think – let alone dare to declare – we know what medieval art is. It is my hope that I have presented as much, and as representative a sample, of that ‘secret’ art as my knowledge, and my indulgent publishers, will allow. I feel no shame in submitting to the world a survey of ‘the rest of’ medieval art, without arguing any sort of case beyond its necessary publication – indeed, I believe that the case of medieval art has been argued hitherto with only a very partial and unrepresentative sampling of the evidence. I have read rather too many books which have taken a ‘global’ overview of the Middle Ages or medieval art, and shown us a Brocéliande, magical only in so far as it is extraordinarily more than the sum of its trees. I shall not be unhappy if this present book identifies rather too many trees than might be happily accommodated in any self-respecting wood. And if my wood should prove invisible, I flatter myself that the questing reader may at least make out some of its major denizens through the gloom of trees too densely packed – I leave it to others to discern the wood in its entirety. I am very suspicious of over-arching ‘unified field’ theories of anything – let alone medieval art. Where is our humility? Is it reasonable for any modern to claim sufficient knowledge of the medieval era as to be able to ‘pluck out the heart of its mystery’? We are all gropers in the darkness, and if all our little illuminations should coalesce so far as to cast an uncertain light on the subject of our study, that is the best we may reasonably hope for.


Any book that purports to be about culture must also to some degree be about the language in which that culture expresses itself. I write as a student of language and of the English language in particular. One cannot study the English language without becoming familiar with the Oxford English Dictionary (OED), and that deepening familiarity can breed only awe. One cannot use the OED over the decades, as I have done, without becoming aware of what a great monument it is, both to our language and to English nineteenth- and twentieth-century scholarship. That it was first compiled in a pre-computer age is hard for us now to believe. That it is now already available on searchable CD-ROM, and increasingly so on the Internet, makes it easily the single most important resource for the study of our language. The OED is an anthology of English literature too, of course, and, if I have beautified myself with its feathers freely, I hope I have remembered to acknowledge their origin – discerning readers will at least be clear that what may appear as my own encyclopedic reading is, in fact, that of the OED’s many readers, past and present. Without this passe-partout to our (and many other people’s) language, the present book would be a poorer thing than it is.


Lastly, I hope this is a book with ‘attitude’ – doubtless one which, with the passing of time, I shall wish I had tempered – but a book in which, though I pay lip-service to a proper stylistic objectivity, I have managed to forget my scholarly pretensions sufficiently often to seem like a person interested in what he is writing about. While I trust I have not abandoned gravitas completely, I believe it should be possible to write interestingly and seriously, and still sound like a human being trying to get to grips, however imperfectly, with the puzzles and contradictions of an era that is both so like and so unlike our own.
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The proper acknowledgement of my debt to others’ work would make a chapter in itself. We moderns are all pygmies standing on the shoulders of giants, and I take this opportunity to name a few of the giants in my own pygmyhood.


This is a book which has had an unnaturally long gestation. It should have been written ten years ago – though would, of course, have been rather different if it had. The industry of friends and colleagues has frequently put me to shame over the past decade, and frequently, in response to their polite enquiries, led to embarrassing mumblings about working on a book. I hope that the present volume will to some extent absolve me in their eyes for this shocking indolence.


Seminal in the development of my own understanding of the areas discussed in this book, was Lilian Randall’s Images in the Margins of Gothic Manuscripts – an eye-opener, if ever there was one – and it is no exaggeration to say that my discovery of that book’s riches some thirty years ago, led directly to the present book, and to establishing my interests in iconographic investigation per se. More recently, another American scholar, Ruth Mellinkoff, has published a superb and handsome volume, Outcasts: Signs of Otherness in Northern European Art of the Late Middle Ages (Berkeley, 1993), which I wish I had written, and I thank her for her friendship and generous sharing of her knowledge.


The late Michael Camille’s books, which have anticipated some of the areas addressed here, have been a constant inspiration, and not least for their written style – a breath of fresh air! – and I have been grateful for his continued encouragement of my own work. The Medieval Art of Love (London, 1998) is typical of his ability to surprise us with new and significant images of artefacts especially, and it is an example I have tried to adopt here. It is a matter of deep regret his tragically early death means I can no longer present him with a copy of this book, but I am hopeful that it would have earned his approval.


It will be clear from what follows that two media in particular have engaged my attention, the misericord and the lead badge. Any book I might once have written on misericords has now been rendered superfluous by the appearance of Christa Grössinger’s excellent and superbly illustrated survey, The World Turned Upside Down. English Misericords (London, 1997), and I am grateful both to her and to my fellow ‘misericordians’ who have gathered around the indefatigable Elaine Block and her journal The Profane Arts, and especially to Kenneth Varty, doyen of renardiens – and one of the two people professionally obliged to read my doctoral thesis. On first moving to my present home in Derbyshire, it was to Charles Tracy’s expertise I turned for advice on the identification and date of a piece of carved woodwork that I had noticed, and his willing assistance soon led to a joint article and an enduring friendship, and I thank him for his continued faith in me.


In this country, lead badges have been the province of one man, Brian Spencer, and his generous friendship and scholarship down the years have taught me so much, and revealed so many embarrassing gaps in my own knowledge. In the Netherlands, H.J.E. Van Beuningen has been the pre-eminent collector and promoter of the importance of these artefacts and it is thanks to his kindness and enthusiasm that I have had the privilege of working with the badges in his collection and access to the many photographs of them reproduced here.


It is no accident that during the unconscionably delayed appearance of this book I have become acquainted (and sometimes friends, indeed) more with museum curators than with librarians. John Cherry, who has just retired as Keeper of what was the British Museum’s Department of Medieval and Later Antiquities (now ‘rebranded’ as Medieval and Modern Europe), has been unfailingly helpful and friendly to my often naive enquiries. I have frequently envied and sought to emulate his modestly priced, yet profusely illustrated, Medieval Decorative Art (London, 1991).


Latterly, my footsteps have bent towards the Museum’s Department of Prints and Drawings, where Sheila O’Connell has patiently explained the nuances of print-production to me and facilitated access to that Department’s rich holdings. It is rare that an entirely original work appears, but such indeed was The Popular Print in England 1550–1850, and it was my privilege to have become acquainted with her during the preparation of that ground-breaking volume. It is a sorry indictment of previous English scholarship in this area, but perhaps not so surprising given the shameful tradition of the denigration of the vernacular in English art history, that we had to wait until the final year of the twentieth century for such a necessary survey.


In case I may appear churlishly dismissive of librarians, I want to single out here the Derbyshire County Library Service which, before I had regular access to a university library, supplied me with untold volumes from all over the world – though the Director of Library Services was once moved to tell this particular rate-payer precisely how many books and articles he had on order. The friendly staff of my local public library in Matlock were always indulgent to my requests and I am happy to be able to thank them here in print.


When I first came across J.B. Smith’s article, ‘Whim-whams for a goose’s bridle’ in the journal Lore and Language, I knew at last that I was not alone, and was confirmed in my belief that it was indeed possible to pursue the sort of thing I was interested in at a serious level, and I have spent the time between trying, however inadequately, to approach the level of his scholarship.


On first looking into Lutz Röhrich’s Lexikon der sprichwörtlichen Redensarten, the scales dropped from my eyes, and I understood in a flash the significance of the proverbial in medieval art, and a growing acquaintance with that magisterial work led me to a proper appreciation of the proverb – an appreciation that quite inevitably introduced me to my friend, Wolfgang Mieder, whose own industry is as proverbial as his generosity.


In what often seems the all-too-insular world of English scholarship, I am especially happy to have this opportunity to acknowledge a general debt to Dutch and German cultural historians, who have had the breadth of vision that has been granted to few English scholars (with the honourable exception of Peter Burke). I refer, in particular, to Herman Pleij, and the encyclopedic Paul Vandenbroeck and Christoph Gerhardt, to name only the most important to my own researches. I wish I had more room to expatiate on their individual contributions to the history of European culture, but their monuments are their works and they do not need my poor praise.


Finally, as one who aspires to be worthy of the title of folklorist and as perhaps the only individual in England employed full time to pursue that calling, I cannot close these Acknowledgements without allowing myself some observations on the state of folklore in England, for my native country is surely unique among the nations of Europe, of the world indeed, in officially despising its folklore. With all too few exceptions, certainly in recent decades, its intelligentsia have disdained to acknowledge this discipline at all, in fact have sought to belittle and ridicule it. Notwithstanding this establishment onslaught, a number of independent-minded spirits have found succour in the arms of the Folklore Society, and my membership of that brave organisation has introduced me to many experts in subjects for which bibliographies do not yet exist, and whose constant support and encouragement bolstered my determination to bring the present project to fruition.


When every other nation in the world has a centrally funded institute of its national folklore, I marvel that the country of my birth should be so scornful of its indigenous, immemorial culture that it has none. But here – inevitably – I come to acknowledge my debt to the University of Sheffield, and more particularly to my colleague and friend, John Widdowson, founder of the university’s National Centre for English Cultural Tradition, a title which, however – sadly, if predictably – does not imply national funding (I avoid using the weasel-word ‘heritage’ which has now been hijacked as the current establishment euphemism for theme-park Britain).


It behoves me too to commend the enlightened policies of both Sheffield University, which granted me a semester’s Study Leave in order to finish this long unfinished book, and of the Arts and Humanities Research Board, which was prepared to double it. I am also most grateful to the British Academy for awarding me a small research grant, which has subsidised the publication of the greater part of the images reproduced here.


Matlock, April 2002









Conventions and Abbreviations
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I adopt the archaeologist’s useful – though it seems far from universally recognised – convention that a medial ‘x’ between two dates indicates that the item was manufactured (or event occurred) at some unknown date between those termini – where a similarly positioned hyphen indicates duration of composition or occurrence. Frequently cited reference works, some of which appear in the body of the text, are abbreviated thus:






	DMLBS


	Dictionary of Medieval Latin from British Sources.







	EPNS


	English Place Name Society.







	Geisberg


	M. Geisberg, Der deutsche Einblatt-Holzschnitt in der ersten Hälfte des 16. Jahrhunderts (Munich, 1923–30; rev. W.L. Strauss, New York, 1974).







	HP1


	ed. H.J.E. Van Beuningen and A.M. Koldeweij, Heilig en Profaan. 1000 Laat-middeleeuwse insignes uit de collectie H.J.E. Van Beuningen (Cothen, 1993).







	HP2


	ed. H.J.E. Van Beuningen, A.M. Koldeweij and D. Kicken, Heilig en Profaan 2. 1200 Laat-middeleeuwse insignes uit openbare en particuliere collecties (Cothen, 2001).







	IMEV


	Index of Middle English Verse.







	LSR


	ed. L. Röhrich, Das große Lexikon der sprichwörtlichen Redensarten (Freiburg, 1991).







	MED


	ed. H. Kurath et al., Middle English Dictionary (Ann-Arbor, 1952–2002).







	Motif-Index


	S. Thompson, Motif Index of Folk Literature (Bloomington, 1966).







	MOL


	B. Spencer, Pilgrim Souvenirs and Secular Badges (London, 1998).







	ODEP


	F.P. Wilson (ed.), The Oxford Dictionary of English Proverbs (3rd ed., Oxford, 1970).







	OED


	The Oxford English Dictionary, second ed. CD (Oxford, 1994).







	PMLA


	Proceedings of the Modern Languages Association (of America).







	Randall


	L. Randall, Images in the Margins of Medieval manuscripts (Berkeley, 1966).







	Schreiber


	W.L. Schreiber, Handbuch des Holz- und Metallschnittes des xv Jahrhunderts (Leipzig, 1926–30).







	TPMA


	ed. Kuratorium Singer der Schweizerischen Akademie der Geistes- und Sozialwissenschaften, Thesaurus Proverbiorum Medii Aevi. Lexikon der Sprichwörter des romanisch-germanischen Mittelalters (Berlin and New York, 1995–).







	Whiting


	B.J. and H.W. Whiting, Proverbs, Sentences and Proverbial Sayings from English Writings, Mainly before 1500 (Cambridge, Mass., 1958).















ONE


Love, Death and Biscuits
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One day in 1521 the Mayor of Frankfurt, Claus Stalburg, known as ‘The Rich’, sat down at a table in his elegant town house and drew up an inventory of all the biscuit-moulds he owned. There is something decidedly odd to our modern sensibilities at the thought of a wealthy businessman concerning himself with such domestic trivia, but the forty stone moulds Stalburg possessed were evidently something of an enthusiasm with him – had he not, indeed, commissioned them, and from one of the city’s most accomplished engravers, the assay master Hartmann Kistener? And, ironically, perhaps, the six biscuit-moulds that survive are all that has come down to us of Kistener’s work.




These are my, Claus Stalburg’s, engraved biscuit-moulds, that I myself caused to be engraved by Hartmann Kistener, assay-master, dwelling at the Kante …





Stalburg then went on to describe the forty-eight scenes depicted on his moulds, and their great variety serves almost as an anthology of late medieval iconography, both sacred and profane, and includes many of the topics to be treated more fully later. Here is the list, somewhat edited, with the date of manufacture, where recorded.






	1.


	1512


	A large round [St] Christopher







	 


	1518


	and on the other side, the story of Romulus and Remus







	2.


	1515


	Joust between Bechtold vom Rin and Seiffrid Folcker







	3.


	1519


	The story of Thisbe, how they both stabbed themselves in love







	 


	1519


	and on the other side, the chaste Lucretia’s pitiful death







	4.


	1510


	How the king’s son’s horse trampled the widow’s son dead, on whom the king pronounced the judgment of the law







	5.


	1512


	How Christ was baptised in the Jordan by John the Baptist







	6.


	 


	The goddess Venus with the little child and the old man







	7.


	 


	The story of David, how he took pleasure in Bathsheba washing her feet







	8.


	1517


	Nobody with his household utensils and a rhyme above







	 


	 


	on the other side, the Peasants’ Dance







	9.


	1514


	Women and fools together having fun with one another







	10.


	 


	A peasant and his wife who thresh young chickens out of eggs







	11.


	 


	A young fellow having fun with a girl sitting on a bed stenlings







	12.


	 


	Our Lady with her child on her arm under a tabernacle







	13.


	 


	Our Lady with Joseph sitting in contemplation surrounded by angels







	14.


	 


	A young man with a girl in his arms seen by the town crier







	15.


	 


	A girl with an old bald man whom hornets sting and a fool who drives them away from him







	16.


	1517


	Riding the Ass, and everyone wants to be next







	17.


	 


	St Sebastian shot by the heathens with bows







	18.


	1511


	Three naked women fishing with rods and bringing up eel pots







	19.


	1511


	A girl sitting alone, and a young fellow opens the door, meaning to come to her







	20.


	1512


	A girl sitting in a rose-garden making a garland







	21.


	1510


	Our Lady in childbed and Joseph with the shepherds and the ass







	22.


	1519


	St Margaret having vanquished the devil with him under her feet







	23.


	 


	A peasant and a girl having a sack full of Fidelity for sale







	24.


	1513


	Two naked goddesses, one standing in fire, the other in water







	25.


	1510


	Adam and Eve naked with the snake in the tree in the middle







	26.


	1510


	Samson the strong sleeping while the woman cuts off his hair







	27.


	 


	Four naked children above a gushing fountain







	28.


	 


	A young fellow and a girl by a gushing fountain with a little rhyme







	29.


	1517


	A naked Jesus standing in the sun







	30.


	1511


	A girl catching birds with a Klobe [cleft stick for trapping birds’ feet]







	31.


	 


	A fool in a basket who is dragged along by an old woman







	32.


	 


	An old hermit whom a girl invites to drink/offers a drink







	 


	 


	[Old Franconian]







	33.


	 


	Christ’s Passion







	34.


	 


	Morris Dance







	35.


	 


	Our Lady’s Coronation







	36.


	 


	St Anne with her child







	37.


	 


	Offering of the Three Kings







	 


	 


	on the other side, Our Lady’s greeting [the Annunciation]







	38.


	 


	St Christopher walking in the water







	 


	 


	on the other side, the Christ child







	39.


	 


	St Mary Magdalene’s Ascension
on the other side, St John the Rough [the Baptist in camel-skin]







	40.


	 


	a beckert [? hermit] praying,
on the other side, the Knight St George








The Vagaries of Survival


From Stalburg’s collection of thirty-two moulds engraved by Kistener, only four or 12.5 per cent have survived (nos 4, 26, 27, and 32),1 but representing only 11 per cent of the subjects listed above. If we depend for our knowledge of late medieval art only on what has physically survived we cannot but have a totally false impression of what there once was. A survival rate of 12.5 per cent for these evidently treasured items belonging to one of the most important men in one of Germany’s most important cities should give us pause when we are tempted to draw conclusions about medieval art from the body of works which have come down to us; and in an attempt to counteract the accidents of survival, I intend to draw on inventories and wills throughout this book.


But let us now take a closer look at the contents of this miniature gallery. Whatever view one takes of David spying on Bathsheba bathing and of Delilah cutting Samson’s hair,2 three-quarters of the subjects Stalburg commissioned from Kistener may fairly be termed non-religious. If we now try to state broadly to what areas these images belong, it soon becomes apparent that roughly half the scenes belong to what may broadly be termed the erotic (though not the pornographic). Just as the ostensibly biblical subject of Bathsheba bathing (no. 7) allows the male viewer the same voyeuristic pleasure in spying on the naked female body that King David was unable to resist, so too, scenes of the virtuous heroines of antiquity stabbing themselves were peculiarly popular, offering up as they did, vulnerable female bosoms to the pointed male gaze, including Lucretia’s suicide and Thisbe’s (in reaction to that of her lover, Pyramus – both on no. 3). Contemporary engravings whether in wood or metal frequently show these women naked: Hans Baldung Grien’s Lucretia (c. 1522) shown only from the waist upwards, stabs herself between the breasts, while Hans Sebald Beham’s full-length frontal nude is on the very point of piercing her nipple with a stiletto,3 and in Wechtlin’s woodcut of about 1515, both Pyramus and Thisbe are displayed naked (though it is not clear why) – one cannot help suspecting that there is some sado-erotic frisson here, even on the miniature scale of a biscuit-mould. All the female nudes mentioned so far are, as it were, sanctioned by history, though they may look like contemporary early sixteenth-century women, their historicity protects the contemporary owner of such images from the suspicion of eroticism.
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Figure 1.1







There are four other pairs of lovers in this collection: again there is a voyeuristic feel to no. 14, for the young man and the girl in his arms are observed by the town crier. What a pity Stalburg did not see fit to transcribe the little rhyme accompanying the youth and his girl beside the babbling fountain (no. 28), but although his example of the motif has not come down to us, no fewer than four others have survived, and the rhyme on the example in Worms (Figure 1.1) is reasonably legible:








	Youth:


	Ach wae frawe war wollent yr


	[Oh, alas lady, where are you going?]







	Girl:


	in daz bat ist min begir.


	[Into the ‘bath’ is my longing.]











And true to her word, the young woman is naked but for the customary strategic veil; but the word used for ‘longing’ here (begir) is also used for sexual longing or lust (see, especially, no. 32, the hermit and the girl, discussed below) and we must surely suspect that innuendo here.


Number 19 appears to depict a girl sitting waiting for her lover who is seen opening the door, while no. 11 seems to show the situation a little later when he is said to be ‘having fun’ with the girl on the bed. Again, several examples survive which are perhaps close to this bedroom scene, the naked couple who stand beside a bed (two examples in Frankfurt), or the young couple who sit on the bed and play musical instruments (Wiesbaden), where he is clothed and plays the lute, while she is completely naked and ‘plays on the organ’ (Figure 1.2) (at least four examples of this survive as an independent motif) – a verbal innuendo which works as well in medieval German as in modern English. The subject of no. 9 is said to be women and fools (jesters) who are ‘having fun’ together – the same verb is used as in no. 11, and it seems likely that there is the same suggestion of flirtatious play. There are two surviving examples of a clay mould in which one or two naked women in a bath try to drag a fool in with them; the woman on the mould in Seligenstadt says ‘come here to me!’, but the fool as he struggles to escape replies, ‘there’s my exit!’. There is a clear relationship between these moulds and an engraving of c. 1470 by the Master of the Banderoles which shows a fool resisting the temptations of three bathing women who try to drag him in with them.4 It is clear from the banderole inscriptions – albeit in Latin – that this is a sexual invitation; the fool whose limp condition is exposed by the women who pull at his tunic protests:
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Figure 1.2









‘Though I’d like to stay with you lady my penis doesn’t want to rise just now so I don’t want to continue.’





But the women will not be so easily denied:




‘Come into the bath with us good Johan then the little thing will stand for us and not …’





Contrast the voyeuristic fool (perhaps shown in a state of sexual arousal) who draws aside the curtain to spy on an evidently elderly man enjoying a bath with a young woman (see chapter ornament) from a fifteenth-century lead lid of probably foreign origin (several Dutch examples being known) found on the Thames foreshore. Is this mere titillation, or is this, rather, an example of what in Chapter 6 I term the ‘commentary’ fool, who points out for us the folly of an old man chasing young women?


One of the two surviving moulds by Kistener not owned by Stalburg, dated 1530, shows a sort of anti-Fountain of Youth in which four naked women bathe and similarly attempt to entice four men in with them, but the men flee, claiming that the hot waters had previously given them the stone. The point we should note, however, is that such scenes are predicated on the lasciviousness attributed to women in the late Middle Ages (see Chapter 11).


Two of Stalburg’s moulds concern relationships between old men and young women and in no. 32 there is the added frisson that the old man is a religious. As this is one of Stalburg’s four surviving moulds (dated 1523),5 we are able to quote the dialogue between the aged forest-dwelling hermit (Waldbruder) and the girl (who holds up a cup) as they stand either side of a seemingly ornamental fountain:








	Hermit:


	‘I have a desire for you’







	Girl:


	‘Brother, take this drink for it.’











While the old hermit’s words seem unequivocal, there are two possible interpretations of the girl’s words, depending on what view we take of her reaction: either she is almost literally pouring cold water on his intentions, saying ‘Take this glass of spring water to cool your ardour’, or – if the spring has something of the Fountain of Youth6 about it – she means, ‘Take this glass of spring water, it will endow you with a young man’s capabilities!’ The content of the banderoles on a similar scene in Mainz, however, shows that young woman to be disappointed in love: ‘Infidelity has done me such hurt that I want to die …’, and the hermit offers proper spiritual consolation, ‘Maiden, pure fidelity is only found in God.’ The other related composition (no. 15) is described as ‘A girl with an old bald man whom hornets sting and a fool who drives them away from him.’ This is undoubtedly another example of an ‘unequal couple’ (see Chapter 11) and the artist’s criticism of their relationship is signalled both by the presence of the swarm of hornets – as discussed in Chapter 5 – and by the ‘commentary’ fool (see Chapter 6).


The final motif, which may be described as ‘erotic’ in a less overtly sexual sense, belongs rather to the milieu of courtly love (see Chapter 10), for – despite what we know of rose symbolism (see Chapter 12) – it depicts an innocent-sounding girl sitting in a rose-garden making a garland (of roses, presumably).


The remaining secular images do not fall into any obvious category. Number 4, one of the few moulds to have come down to us, figures the exemplum of the death of the widow’s son, ‘How the king’s son’s horse trampled the widow’s son dead, on whom the king pronounced the judgment of the law’ – a popular motif in the decoration of late medieval German law-courts and other civic buildings, as an example of disinterested justice.7 The reference is to a late classical story told of the Emperor Trajan whose son rode down a widow’s son, killing him, and when the widow appealed to the Emperor for justice, he gave his judgment that he renounced his own son and that he should henceforth become the widow’s son. Stalburg’s original mould survives in a private collection so that we know that the banderoles (it is the Emperor’s son who speaks) read:




I wanted to give my steed his head


and thus the widow’s son was ridden down.





Another classical subject is the ‘Romulus and Remus’ (no. 1), presumably showing the twins being suckled by the wolf, while the joust of ‘Bechtold vom Rin’ and ‘Seiffrid Folcker’ (no. 2) would appear to be a commemoration of a recent historical event. The ‘Peasants’ Dance’ (no. 8) was a subject popular at this period and much ink has been spilled in recent years debating whether such images are critical of such festivities and the peasants who indulge in them or, on the other hand, approving, and symptomatic of an urban nostalgia for the simple life of the rustic. The morris dance (no. 34) is an early example of the motif, while no. 23 sounds allegorical: ‘a peasant and a girl having a sack full of Fidelity [Treue] for sale’.


Of the remaining subjects, three or four may be considered broadly humorous. According to Stalburg’s description, no. 31 featured ‘a fool in a basket who is dragged along by an old woman’ – in the context of the bathing women’s apparent desire for fools (no. 9), this might not seem unreasonable, and yet I believe this is a slip of the mayoral pen, and that he meant to write ‘an old woman in a basket who is dragged along by a fool’, for this is the subject of a popular engraving by the Master bxg (active c. 1470–c. 1490), copied by Israhel van Meckenem (died ante-1503).8


The subject of no. 10, ‘a peasant and his wife who thresh young chickens out of eggs’,9 is a well-known proverbial folly, as carved on the late fifteenth-century misericord at Emmerich reproduced here (Figure 1.3) – for the depiction of other such follies see Chapter 7. The ‘four naked children’ disporting themselves ‘above’ a gushing fountain (no. 27) survives (dated 1517) in the Württembergischen Landesmuseum in Stuttgart, and is a Germanic attempt at rendering the essentially alien Italianate Renaissance concept of putti, newly fashionable in Germany.
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Figure 1.3







The final Kistener mould to be discussed (no. 30) featured a girl catching birds with a Kloben (a cleft stick for trapping the birds’ legs when they alighted on the stick which would have been held out by the fowler from within a hide, the birds being attracted by the presence of some decoy, usually an owl). The precise mechanics, however, are not the point here, for it is clear that, in the present instance, we are concerned with entrapment of a sexual kind. The fact that the fowler is female should instantly alert us to the fact that this can hardly be a real-life scene – fowling was not a female pastime. Woodcuts by Niklas Stoer (Die Ewlen Bays, c. 1532 [G1356]) and Urs Graf (in Murner’s Geuchmatt, 1519) show a young man caught within the Kloben held by a young woman or an old woman who has used the young woman as a decoy.10


It is likely that no. 18, the ‘Three naked women fishing with rods and bringing up eel-pots’ [Reusen] – clearly no ordinary fishing expedition – also belongs in this milieu. The women are themselves the bait for the (unmentioned) men who are the fish, and there are several sixteenth-century examples of naked women sitting within lobster-pots while men dressed as fools clamour to enter.11 Early in the century the fashion for décolletage was the complaint of the anonymous author of the Klag wyplicher scham, the title-page of which is illustrated by a woodcut of a chastely dressed matron evidently reproving a younger woman in a very low-cut bodice who has an owl on her wrist – clearly another reference to woman as fowler of men. As late as 1683, however, the eponymous London Bully stole a picture of ‘A lady with her breasts half-naked and petticoats up as high as her knees, wielding a net for the trawling of men’ – a rare reference to what was evidently a late seventeenth-century English popular print in much the same vein (woman as fisher of men) as Stalburg’s much earlier biscuit-mould.


Several of these designs will have depended on earlier engravings in metal or wood, and the proverbial no. 16, ‘Riding the Ass’, will certainly have borne a close relationship to a contemporary German woodcut (Figure 1.4), which seems also to have been the model for ‘All doe ride the asse’, a sheet engraved by Renold Elstrack and issued in London in 1607.12


If we compare Stalburg’s collection of moulds with the remainder of the extant corpus of these fascinating objects, we find that erotic motifs, both courtly and more overtly sexual, again predominate. The Classical Judgment of Paris again provides the opportunity for watching a nude beauty contest in miniature. But there are also couples in a garden, in the open air, by a well, and playing a board game; one such couple out walking – he, finely dressed, she, naked except for a veil – are ‘surprised by Death’ in his familiar skeletal form. The following conversation takes place:
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Figure 1.4













	He:


	Death, take it easy!
we want to live for many a day yet







	She:


	I am in great shape
and will live longer for sure







	Death:


	Long life is not given
just because you want it.











If Death manages to remain civil in this chilling exchange, in his confrontation with a lone naked woman on another mould, his manner is far from courtly. The girl repeats the same line:




I am young and in great shape


and will live longer for sure.





To which Death responds with a brutal, if traditional, insult:




Ah! You poor sack of earth!


What I am you must become!





Another version of the same encounter has the girl saying:




Your grisly shape


makes me old and grey





as if the mere sight of Death turns her into an aged woman, but Death responds in his traditional manner:




Whether you look poor or rich


You will become like me.





Death does not only delight in frightening young semi-naked women, however; the scholar need not think he will escape. On another mould a man sits at a table immersed in his books while behind him, like some grisly pantomime, a skeletal death creeps up with his scythe; the banderole reads, in equally traditional manner:




Think on your end


Death comes behind.





But let us leave these memento mori motifs and return to the lovers. On a relatively early mould a young man, hands raised and together in the familiar gesture of prayer, stands before his lady and makes a declaration of his love in typically extravagant fashion:




Lady of otherworldly radiance


my heart shall be yours alone.





To which she responds graciously and simply:




Then I give you this garland


whose roots lie in my heart.





We have seen that one of Stalburg’s moulds dated 1512 depicted the classic courtly love scene of a maiden sitting in a garden making just such a garland, while another mould shows two rival young men fighting over one, in front of a castle from which their lady looks down.


The pains of love from the male point of view are vividly symbolised on another mould in which the woman holds a heart in a pair of tongs on an anvil and beats it with a hammer (also found on a carved wooden Minnekästchen). He complains:




Oh! The terrible pains


you give me in my heart!





But she is pitiless:




To the unfaithful heart


one gives such pain.





There is even the possibility that such depictions may be more than a charming convention, that they may have some relation with late medieval rituals of sympathetic love magic, and in the context of heart symbolism, the extraordinary late fifteenth-century panel painting in Leipzig is discussed in Chapter 10.


Another early mould depicts a young woman holding two dogs on a lead who meets a young man; her banderole opens ‘I am hunting with my hounds …’ but unfortunately the rest of her speech and his reply are fragmentary, so that we cannot be sure of the import of this meeting, but another engraving by Van Meckenem depicts a young woman who also has two hounds on a leash and whose banderole reads:




I travel with bird and hounds


that I might find true fidelity.





A hermit replies:




Maiden tender and pure


they are found in God alone.





This is the same response which we have heard him give to the young woman whom ‘Infidelity’ had done ‘such hurt’ and who sought consolation from him on the mould in Mainz mentioned above – indeed, knowledge of the Van Meckenem print’s engraved banderole allows us to reconstruct the damaged Mainz text. A variant composition is found on a late fifteenth-century tapestry of Strasbourg manufacture. Here the young woman with the hounds on a leash is in conversation with another, older, woman. The young woman’s banderole reads:




I have searched with my hounds


I can find no fidelity in the world.





To which the older woman responds sententiously:




temporal love has no permanence


think on the end at the beginning.





Men’s infidelity is also the complaint of another woman on a biscuit-mould whom we overhear lamenting in a garden:




The longer I am alone the better,


when fidelity and belief are so diminished.





Her conclusions are in stark contrast to the young woman who is seen literally sieving fools on a late mould (dated 1541), who proclaims:




fools who are single


must pass through the sieve.





Why this should be so is not clear. Is it to sieve them of the undesirable foolish vices that prevent them from being wanted as husbands by any right-minded woman?13 The fool on another mould who links arms with the seated woman spinning (and who is thus shown as properly, indeed virtuously, occupied) is mysterious and, not being provided with banderoles, will probably remain so. A different kind of fool – ultimately an impotent, complaisant husband who allows himself to be dominated by his wife, is the man shown sitting on (that is, brooding) a basket of eggs, while his wife holds one up to the light to see if it is ready to hatch (see Chapters 8 and 11). The woman who leads a lion on a leash, evidently another strong woman, is perhaps allegorical, possibly a Virtue such as Fortitudo.


A unique surviving fable representation is that of the fox and stork (one of the most popular fables in all media); both the original invitation and the ‘return match’ are depicted, and the banderole inscription applies equally to both: ‘Eat dear neighbour, I invite you…’. The rascally fox is also the subject of another mould which survives in two versions, while the motif itself was also hugely popular and is represented in every conceivable medium, such as the stained-glass panel reproduced here (Figure 1.5). On the mould the fox stands in a pulpit and preaches to a congregation of four (proverbially foolish) geese, who have presumably not noticed that he already has two dead geese safely stored in his cowl! The banderole is not legible in its entirety but ends with the ominous word, krag (craw).
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Figure 1.5







We must not forget that, to some extent at least, these moulds really were intended for the production of biscuits and other sweetmeats (such as marzipan), and the giving of such pictorial biscuits as seasonal gifts explains the young man who has doffed his hat to wish a lady (?), now broken off, ‘Happy New Year!’, on an early but, sadly, fragmentary fifteenth-century mould.


The Kunstgewerbemuseum in Berlin possesses a circular mould of a pedlar displaying his tray of wares to a young customer; despite the fact that he is shown playing a pipe, he still manages to announce, ‘I am a pedlar fine’, while the boy, clearly impressed by this dexterity, says, ‘Give me the pipe, man!’ Another salesman is the subject of what must surely be the most coarse of all the moulds described: an elderly bearded man has set down his back-basket and has lifted the lid sufficiently to show the two elegantly clad women, their page, and one old lady, that he is selling dildoes (Figure 1.6) – perhaps for once we should be grateful that the banderoles are blank! And yet even this image is not without parallels. A Flemish woodcut sheet of sixteen miscellaneous images (?c. 1520), in addition to a paired cock and hen with suggestive banderoles, includes a pedlar dressed as a fool with the usual eared hood and marotte (fool’s bauble), bearing a tray of dildoes and the inscription:




I have here wares that serve me (well) everybody loves them.
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Figure 1.6







And much earlier, in a frankly pornographic twelfth-century Latin comedy, the Alda, the naive heroine having been deflowered by a man who has pretended to be a woman, is told that s/he acquired the instrument of defloration from a pedlar (institor), who had arrived in the village market-place with a large display of such ‘tails’ (caudas), priced according to size, and that a crowd of girls had gathered round, and s/he had been the first to buy one, but only a small one, as s/he had not had much money.14


I hope enough evidence has been brought forward here to convince readers both of the value of inventories, and of this particular humble domestic artefactual medium, but there are a number of other genres of applied art that have been just as completely neglected by traditional historians of medieval art as these moulds have been – the most obvious and most significant example, finally being appreciated at long last for the enormous light it can shed on the truly popular iconography of the era, is the lead badge, currently emerging in considerable quantities from riverine deposits in the Netherlands, Paris and London. But misericords – though they have enjoyed a somewhat higher profile, especially in recent decades – are still terra incognita to the traditional historian of medieval art; and yet they have so very much iconographic information to convey. The evidence afforded by other so-called minor media – often dismissed in the past as the concern of that lowly creature, the antiquary – personal seals and floor tiles, for example – will also be fully exploited in what follows.


For too long we have been presented with an over-religious picture of medieval life and art wholly dominated by the Church. Overtly religious imagery was ubiquitous, of course, but not to the exclusion of everything else. The era has been misrepresented by a concentration on Christian iconography at the expense of non-religious or neutral imagery. As Claus Stalburg’s inventory demonstrates, by the early sixteenth century – even in the cradle of the Reformation – there was plenty of interest in the representation of subjects not deriving from the Bible or Christian teaching, and they are what this book is about.


Endgame: Playing Chess with Death


We begin at the end. In our opening discussion of the Mayor of Frankfurt’s biscuit-moulds – of which he was evidently so proud that he was moved to inventory them in detail in 1521 – we noted that, despite the festive medium, some biscuits were even decorated with memento mori motifs, like those which show a skeletal Death surprising a harmless scholar at his books, and even rudely accosting young lovers promenading. When the young man protests, ‘We want to live for many a day yet!’ and the young woman, ‘I am in great shape and will certainly live long’, Death responds ominously, ‘Long life is not given just because you want it.’ On another mould the young (naked) woman alone is confronted by Death and repeats the same bold statement, to which he responds with rather less civility:








	ach du armer sack fvn erde


	[Oh, you poor sack of earth!







	daz ich bin daz mustu werde


	what I am you must be!]











Another contemporary couple in the prime of life were painted in the mid-fifteenth century in the parish church at Loxstedt, not far from Bremerhaven; here they flank the Grim Reaper with his scythe and cadaverous form wreathed about with snakes and toads. Both partners make the same declaration: lust unde vrolictheit begher ik uppe düsser erde [pleasure and happiness I desire on this earth], but Death is predictably unimpressed and replies, O mensch … ande erde vat ik nu bin dat vistu werten [O man … on the earth, what I am now that you will be]. While the painter has left the young man’s hands free, he could not resist giving the woman a mirror to hold – a symbol of vanity and the transitoriness of earthly beauty.


Preceded in medieval art by such motifs as the popular Three Living and Three Dead – the earthly kings out hunting who encounter their three soon-to-be skeletal selves – the inevitability of the final encounter with Death for all ranks of society was most famously pictorialised in the Danse Macabre, as apparently first painted on the walls of the Cimetière des Innocents in Paris in 1425. A less well-known motif – some several centuries before Ingmar Bergman’s film – is the chess match with Death, in which the winner is a foregone conclusion, of course. An endgame, indeed.15 I am currently aware of five examples in three different media from the closing decades of our period, between 1480 and 1520: wall-paintings at Graubünden in Switzerland (c. 1518) and Täby in Sweden (painted c. 1480 by Albertus Pictor, and said to be the inspiration for Bergman’s The Seventh Seal); two late fifteenth-century prints by the Master B.R. & Anchor, and an unknown engraver; and a contemporary painted glass pane in St Andrew’s Church, Norwich. Some of the boards, however, are plainly not real – they do not have 8 x 8 rows of chequered squares16 – but others are, and it is even possible, once one is acquainted with the designs of the pieces in the fifteenth century, to ‘play the game’!


In the Master B.R. & Anchor’s print it is a King who plays against Death – though his rank is of no concern to the Great Leveller. Death plays black – of course – and the engraving is sufficiently detailed to show us the white king on the back row. Death has just moved his black queen next to the white king, but cannot be taken by it, because then the white king would be moving into check from Death’s black king – and all other possible moves result in check from Death’s queen. So checkmate! Death’s banderole above the Täby 7 x 5 board (!), which is now blank, was earlier recorded as reading, Jak spelar dik matt (I have checkmated you!).


Other Moulds


The legibility of the inscriptions and the sculptural detail on these biscuit-moulds is quite remarkable, and several other miniature masterpieces featuring amatory motifs are worthy of comment. The first, to be dated 1410x40, depicts a young woman presented frontally wearing an extravagant hat and hitching up her skirts to just above the knee. She has been described as a bather (Badende), an identification that the lengthy rhyming couplet on her banderole does not support:








	Ich were gern zu dem liebsten myn


	[I would love to be with my beloved







	Ez mag aber leyder also bald nyt syn


	but sadly it cannot be soon].17











Another mould, dated 1493, shows a young man in the stocks, who admits to having offended against womankind in matters of the heart, while two of the offended gender address him. In their combined speeches, the women upbraid him with, Was dir heymlichen von frauwen zu gude geschicht/ daz salt du furbaβ nie dich berämen18 [whatever secret good happens to you from women/ never soil your reputation in future], to which the young man responds in condign manner: min schult erken ich mit gedult [patiently I acknowledge my guilt]. Perhaps he has been guilty of boasting of his sexual conquests indiscreetly?


(Crowning with) Garland


The chaplet or garland woven by the lady to crown the head of her beloved was evidently an important rite in the game of courtly love, and one explored in some detail in Chapter 10, but another biscuit-mould – somewhat earlier than Stalburg’s girl wreathing a garland of roses (dated 1512) – which underscores this significance, was made somewhere in the Middle Rhine area in the second half of the fifteenth century. It shows two men fighting with swords before a Castle of Love, in the battlements of which we see a Lady holding out just such a garland, the scene labelled on a banderole: fechtend umb das krentzelin [fighting over/for the garland].19


Women Fowling for Flying Men


An example of the motif of women fowlers ensnaring flying men – which, like so many of these late medieval motifs continues into the image repertoire of the alba amicorum20 – emerged spectacularly at auction in 2003 in the shape of a long panel painting, hitherto unknown, and there attributed to the late fifteenth-century Master of Frankfurt.21 It depicts a group of four winged men standing conversing on the left – whose costume shows them to come from all ranks of society – three couples on the right and, between the two groups, centrally, a seated young woman who has caught a young man, seen hovering in mid-air, by the ankle in her Kloben (fowler’s forked stick). Beside her lying on the ground are noose-like snares, three of which are still visible around the ankles of the three young men. On the other side of her lies a cloth on the ground in which are flower-heads and many detached petals, perhaps deriving from a lovers’ game of the ‘daisy oracle’ type (see pp. 295–6 and colour plate 18). On the extreme left of the composition, beside the group of young men who have already flown in and landed, stands a ‘commentary’ fool in costume who grasps the shoulder of the nearest man and waves his marotte in the air – there could be no clearer signal that what we are looking at is folly! The long narrow format of the composition has led to the suggestion that it may once have been part of a wedding chest, or even the painted lid of a clavichord.


The burlesque use of the fowler in the hide deploying the Kloben and decoy owl to catch members of the opposite sex is found as early as 1485, painted on the trapper of Marx Walther’s tournament horse (see further below), and even before the woodcut prints of 1534 by Stör and Schön, we find a similar fowling for women on the table in Zurich painted by Hans Herbst in 1515, and the biscuit-mould version of c. 1600 in Frankfurt’s Historisches Museum was anticipated by one of Claus Stalburg’s moulds dated 1511, which he inventoried in 1521 as Der 30. stain ist 4 eckicht, mit 1 jungfräulen, fengt fogel mit eym kleben [Mould no. 30 is square with a young woman catching birds with a Kloben]. In one of the Nürnberg Schembartlauf carnival floats of that same year, a naked woman holding out fool’s hoods stood between two clap-nets operated by a woman in a hide as winged male heads came fluttering down. But much earlier – in the early fourteenth century, in fact – the motif is already found in Flemish manuscript painting: in the bas-de-page of a psalter now in the Bodleian Library, Oxford, a woman has caught a man in a clap-net, while in a monde renversé scene in the margin of a contemporary psalter in the British Library, it is an ape who has trapped a man in a net.22









TWO


Magical Metal, Silly Saints and Risible Relics: The Art and Artefacts of Popular Religion
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For the reasons given in the Preface, this book focuses almost exclusively on the non-religious art of the Middle Ages, but there are a number of motifs which, while not necessarily being part of mainstream Christianity or having some biblical prompt, might yet be said to belong to the area of popular religion, and it is some of these which are the subject of the present chapter.


Official religion seems always to have been somewhat equivocal regarding the orthodoxy of charms and we begin with a consideration of some of these amulets of more or less overtly Christian iconography. The cult of the saints had an enormous influence on the lives of late medieval Christians, and the little lead badges they wore as souvenirs of pilgrimages made to saints’ shrines seem to have soon taken on a similarly protective function, even though some of these so-called saints were as suspect as their popularly celebrated miracles. Also considered here is the iconography of such often bizarre and, on the eve of the Reformation, frequently burlesqued saints and their relics, as are some of the more colourful episodes in their Lives, especially those which relate to motifs familiar in international folktale.


Coral and Sharks’ Teeth: Charms and Talismans


For the theologically unsophisticated (the great bulk of the population), official Christianity was perhaps not the all-sufficient doctrine it was understood to be by authority, but one that might be usefully supplemented by sundry magical practices given a Christian colouring. When even the Christ Child dandled on the Virgin’s knee is shown in Italian painting of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries wearing a little red coral branch amulet round his neck, how could such a thing not be Christian?1 The inventory of the stock of a Dijon goldsmith taken in 1453 included three such little branches of coral mounted in silver, doubtless intended as baptismal gifts for children.2 In a contemporary painting by Petrus Christus of St Eligius anachronistically plying his trade as a mid-fifteenth-century Flemish goldsmith, a branch of red coral is plainly visible as part of his stock on display, as well as fossilised sharks’ teeth (identified by modern scholarship as belonging to a species found in the black crag of Boom near Antwerp)!3 These triangular fossil teeth were known in the vernacular as ‘serpent’s’ or ‘adder’s tongues’: the French King Jean le Bon had such a ‘serpent’s tongue’ mounted in silver according to the inventory of his goods taken at his death in London in 1364, and in 1488 James III of Scotland owned four such ‘serpent tonguis’, and his wife, Margaret of Denmark, ‘a serpent toung & one unicorne horne set in gold’, while the future Henry VIII of England had ‘a unicornes bone and a serpente tonge hang[ing] be a cheyne’, according to an inventory of his possessions made in 1504 when Prince Henry was thirteen.4 Just such a pendent Natternzunge on which a heart has been superimposed may be seen worn on a chain by a prostitute in an early sixteenth-century German woodcut.5


Good Luck Cards and Pictures


We perhaps think of greetings cards as a modern phenomenon and yet some of the earliest known single-sheet woodcuts of the fifteenth century might legitimately be considered to fall into this category. As still today, in the Middle Ages the New Year was the time to pass on one’s good wishes to friends and relations for the year ahead. Some twenty-five such German sheets survive from the latter part of the fifteenth century;6 one type depicts the naked Christ Child sitting in the grass on a cushion caressing a parrot. From the double-strand of beads around his neck hang two pendent amulets, one of which is unmistakably a coral-branch. The banderole reads ‘(have a) very good year’ and some versions continue ‘and long life’ (Figure 2.1).


There can be no doubt that the pasting up in dwelling-houses of individual saints’ pictures was tantamount to asking for their protection, either in general or for the specific disease or other misfortune which was their speciality. The plague, which periodically devastated large parts of Europe, was an ever-present nightmare and woodcut sheets of Saint Sebastian or St Roch, or even St Valentine, are really a form of pictorial prayer, asking the saint in question to intercede with God on behalf of fragile humanity.


St Gertrude, on the other hand, was invoked against a very specific type of plague – mice and rats. One of the charming mid-fifteenth-century sheets of the saint spinning while mice play with her spindle, climb up her distaff and attempt to bite through her thread (Figure 2.2),7 includes a two-line banderole to which she points and which reads:




Whoever honours her with a Paternoster and an Ave Maria


they will be safe from mice. St Gertrude.8





Against the dangers of childbirth women prayed to St Margaret for assistance. According to the legendary life of this virgin saint, when she was devoured by a dragon she burst unharmed from its belly – and it is clearly to this mimetic miracle, frequently depicted in art, that she owes her popularity. In 1977 the Musée des Arts et Traditions Populaires in Paris acquired a leaf of mid-fourteenth-century parchment which folds, map-like, into twenty-five small squares; they are covered on one side with the text of a verse legend of St Margaret. On the other side are written passages from the Gospels (including the words reported by Luke of the woman who said to Jesus, ‘Blessed is the womb that bore you’), followed by the names of the Magi, Caspar, Melchior, Balthazar, various well-known prayers, and less well-known charms (one of which includes the magic letters AGLA), and some rather crude drawings of the saint and the tyrant who persecuted her.9 Other examples are known, and such amuletic parchments were folded up and worn on the person of the pregnant woman, perhaps sewn into a bag or enclosed in some other container like a phylactery attached by means of a lace.
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Figure 2.1
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Figure 2.2







The Magical Magi


The very names of the Magi were regarded as magical, and countless brooches and other items of personal jewellery are inscribed with the potent triad (IASPAR or) CASPAR MELCHIOR BALTHAZAR, often in garbled form (but usually in that order). Significantly, these range from pieces in gold such as the ring-brooch of c. 1400 so inscribed in the Victoria and Albert Museum, or the contemporary Glenlyon brooch in the British Museum on which the prophylactic virtue of the names of the Magi is augmented by Christ’s dying CONSUMATUM, to the many similar brooches in lead, such as the solid example with a central floral ornament in the Museum of London dated to c. 1360 and inscribed CASPER: MELCHIOR: BPTIS. Of particular interest are the lead crowns which seem to be exclusively French and which, it has been suggested, may have been worn during Epiphany festivities. The best-preserved example depicts the named Magi frontally, standing one after the other with their gifts before a seated Virgin and Child (who carries an orb) and followed by an angel.10


A more workaday object in the collection of the Museum of London is the pendent needlecase made of tin on which are inscribed in Latin, ‘Mother of God, remember me’, the names of the Magi, and an Agnus Dei [image of a lamb bearing a cross or flag]. Like the Glenlyon brooch, a blue-enamelled gold brooch bequeathed in 1380 by Charles V similarly augmented the names of the Magi with another ‘magical’ inscription on the other side, in this case, AVE MARIA; there was clearly the feeling that ‘the more the magicer’, that such ‘words of power’ had a cumulative effect.


Other Words of Power


Another English fifteenth-century gold ring illustrates this cumulative principle:




The five wounds of Christ are my medicine, the holy cross and Christ’s passion are my medicine Jasper Melchior Balthazar ananyzapta tetragrammaton.11





Also employing Christ’s dying words is another English ring of thirteenth-century date inscribed CONSUMATUM E[ST] inside the hoop, while the on the outside are engraved the magical words Buro Berto Berneto, said to be a charm for toothache; it is thus singularly appropriate, if we apply the logic of sympathetic magic, that the ring’s heart-shaped bezel is set with a wolf’s tooth.12


Other magical words include the ananizapta found on the Middleham reliquary pendant (1425x50) and, according to the early sixteenth-century Spaniard Martín de Arles, standing for antidotum Nazareni auferat necem intoxicationis sanctificet alimenta pocula trinitas alma (May the antidote of Jesus avert death by poisoning and the Trinity sanctify my food and drink) – which, to me at least, sounds very much like an explanation invented long after the reason behind the initial coinage had been forgotten!


Other Luck-bringers


A lengthy inscription in similar vein adorns a lead reliquary of the Virgin in the Musée National du Moyen Age in Paris, ‘May he who makes me have good luck, he who sells me, he who wears me’,13 and two ring-brooches in the British Museum’s collection bear similarly protective messages: ‘Blessed be he who wears me’, and ‘This which you have fastened on saves you either by sea ?or in battle’,14 while a fifteenth-century finger-ring found at Eltham Castle, Kent, reads ‘He who wears me will be successful and come back in great joy’.15 The belief in the efficacy of such amulets, whether inscribed or not, was strong, and the English chronicler Matthew Paris tells the story of an aged knight named Robert Fitzwalter who, on his deathbed in 1235, told his wife to take the gemstone he wore round his neck and give it to his eldest son and heir, ‘for while I wear it, I cannot die, neither will he die nor anyone else who chances to wear it’.16


The fourteenth-century romance of Percyvelle of Galles, preserved uniquely in the mid-fifteenth-century Thornton manuscript, attests to a similar life-preserving ring:




Siche a vertue es in the stane,


In alle this werlde wote I nane


Siche stone in a rynge;


A man that had it in were


One his body for to bere


There scholde no dyntys hym dere,


Ne to the dethe brynge.17





Reinforcement: the Lucky Four-leaf Clover


Other jewellery seems to be hedging its bets. England’s premier saint, St Thomas à Becket, the ‘blisful hooly martir’, whose Canterbury shrine Chaucer’s pilgrims set out to seek, easily enjoyed most-favoured-saint status, to judge from the surviving examples of lead badges and other items cast in his honour, but the most interesting in the present context are the tiny fourteenth- or fifteenth-century badges in the form of a four-leaf clover with a Lombardic ‘t’ at their centres (see chapter ornament). This letter ‘t’ is probably the saint’s initial, for these badges are of proven Canterbury provenance, but Thomas is not known to have had any connexion with the quatrefoil.18 Despite their tiny dimensions (only 23 mm wide) these badges clearly depict the veined leaves of the clover plant, the rare four-leaved specimens of which are still regarded as tokens of great good fortune to this day. It seems to me, therefore, that the only way to explain this conjunction is to see it as an example of ‘reinforcement’, a deliberate amalgamation of religious and secular good luck, the lucky four-leaf clover enhanced by being consecrated or ‘signed’ with Saint Thomas’s initial. The earliest reference to the four-leaved clover as lucky is found in the Gospelles of Dystaues printed by de Worde in London c. 1510:
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Figure 2.3









He that fyndeth the trayfle [trefoil] with foure leues, and kepe it in reuerence knowe for also true as the gospell yt [that] he shall be ryche all his lyfe.19





But contemporaneously the same printer had also issued The .iiii. leues of the trueloue,20 a Christian moralisation of the courtly lovers’ interpretation of the true love plant (Paris quadrifolia), which identifies the four leaves of this other quatrefoil as representing the three persons of the Trinity plus the Virgin. I suggest that it is in this context that the extraordinary replacement of the head of God the Father by a veined quatrefoil in the censored image of the Trinity to be found in an early thirteenth-century English psalter must be seen (Figure 2.3).21


There is, however, another intriguing possibility with regard to the ‘t’ on the little lead badges: it might, rather, stand for Truelove, the common name of the similarly four-leaved Paris quadrifolia, and might additionally be a charm to bring good luck in love, and have nothing to do with the saint! (See also Chapter 10.)


Just this sort of fertile ambiguity is evident in an early fourteenth-century gold brooch from Devizes in the shape of an ‘A’ ornamented with five stones and bearing inscriptions on both sides.22 Between the five stones are the letters AGLA, a magical word said to be formed from the initial letters of the Hebrew ATHA GEBRI LEILAN ADONAI ‘Thou art mighty for ever, O Lord’, while on the back is the French inscription ‘I cause men to love and I give the gift of love’, alluding to love between earthly lovers. Indeed, the letter ‘A’ of the brooch’s shape may well stand for the initial letter of Amor or Amour given the inscription on the reverse, or, or also, AVE [MARIA]. A portrait of a young man painted by Jan Mostaert of Haarlem c. 152023 shows him wearing rows of letter ‘A’ badges or brooches on his costume which could conceivably relate to the name of his beloved, but his hat-brooch portrays the Annunciation with the encircling inscription AVE GRACIA PLENA [sic]. The Van Beuningen collection in Rotterdam includes four lead brooches in the form of the letter ‘A’, all surmounted by a crown,24 and Chaucer’s Prioress had a gold brooch attached to her rosary, ‘On which ther was first write a crowned A, And after ‘Amor vincit omnia’’.25 This motto usually, of course, refers to worldly love between lovers, not divine love, though Madame Eglantine would doubtless have claimed otherwise if challenged!


Pentangle and Other Magical Devices


Other amuletic devices drew vaguely on the authority of the Old Testament for their sanction, such as the ‘Solomon’s seal’, variously described as a star of five points (and thus a pentagram or pentangle) or six (hexagram, Star of David). The protective pentangle device was borne on the shield of the English hero Sir Gawain, and the fourteenth-century poet attributes it to the authority of Solomon who, he notes, used it to betoken ‘Truth’,26 but it may also be seen protecting the baby, incised into the footboard of his cradle, in Schäuffelein’s woodcut sheet of Death and the Ages of Man (c. 1517).27 Surprisingly, however, pentangular jewellery is not common, whereas six-pointed stars are well represented in the lead badge corpus. If we consider the published Dutch material alone, there are certainly fourteen such, including three with male busts at their centres, two with initials (one of which is ‘m’), and another three within circular frames (making them conceivably Jewish symbols?).28


From a site in London comes a mould for casting six badges of the crowned letter ‘m’: it therefore seems almost certain that these multiple badges commemorate, and for their wearers beseech the protection of, the Virgin Mary as the Queen of Heaven.29 Whether or not the ‘m’ in the late fourteenth-century six-pointed star badge from Dordrecht alludes to the Virgin Mary, and may thus be interpreted as another example of ‘reinforcement’,30 contemporaries were quite clear that badges from Marian shrines could confer good fortune on wearers. Early in the sixteenth century, one Elizabeth Newhouse, who had just been to Walsingham on pilgrimage, wrote to her newly unemployed son in London: ‘Look wisely to yourself … and for good luck I send you a Walsynggam brooch.’31 The shrine of Our Lady of Walsingham, at Walsingham Priory in Norfolk, was England’s premier pilgrimage site after Canterbury, and even surpassed Becket’s shrine in the early sixteenth century. Little badges of the type which depicts the Virgin and Child within a crescent moon – a non-Christian luck-bringer in its own right, of course – have been identified as souvenirs of visits to the shrine of Our Lady of Willesden.32 Nothing better reflects the ‘waning of the Middle Ages’ than the change in attitude to such popular devotions.


Tawdry Pilgrim Tat


Apart from badges as souvenirs of visits to various real saints’ shrines, pilgrims might also bear away with them various noise-making items such as horns, whistles, rattles and bells. The miniature horn-shaped whistles known from London and Salisbury bear various inscriptions: bla me (blow me), ave maria (as also one in the Dutch corpus), and be mari (be merry’ – or garbled version of previous?).33 In the contemporary morality play Mankind (c. 1465–70) of East Anglian provenance, the character Nought says ‘I kan pype in a Walsyngham wystyll’,34 which suggests that such souvenir whistles were available from the shrine of Our Lady of Walsingham too, and that already such ‘tourist’ trinkets were regarded as a proverbial type of worthlessness, ‘not worth a whistle’, indeed.35 In much the same way the thin silk (neck-)laces sold at the fair held in honour of St Audrey in Oxford, known as ‘tawdry laces’ (and an example of linguistic ‘false division’), gave rise to the adjective used to describe any cheap and nasty fairing, that is, ‘tawdry’. These necklaces were apparently a somewhat macabre commemoration of the saint who, according to Bede and Aelfric, died of a tumour in her throat, which she considered to be a just retribution because in her youth she had out of vanity adorned her neck with many splendid necklaces.36


There is an interesting list of ‘superstitious’ trinkets found in the Preface to William Patten’s The Expedicion into Scotlande of prince Edward, duke of Soomerset (1548): ‘Pardon Beades, Tanthonie belles, Tauthrie laces, Rosaries, Collets’. The Tauthrie laces we have already met, and we might guess that Tanthonie belles must be St Antony’s bells, which the OED defines, s.v. tantony, as hand-bells or small church-bells, though I do not believe that can be Patten’s meaning. The dictionary rightly points out that St Antony’s traditional attributes in art are his pig (hence English dialect ‘tantony’ for the runt of the litter, again, via ‘false division’), his tau-staff or crutch37 (a ‘St Antony’s cross’) and his bell. Surviving examples of fifteenth-century tau-cross badges made in England and the Netherlands have a suspension loop at the base of the ‘T’ from which, as the sole survivor in Rotterdam shows, hung a little bell with its own tiny clapper38 – these are surely Patten’s ‘Tanthonie belles’. Spencer notes that Canterbury pilgrims in Chaucer’s period were accustomed to wear similarly tiny bells suspended round the neck (as was also the practice at continental pilgrimage sites), and some of the surviving examples are inscribed CAMPANA THOME (Thomas’s bell). William Thorpe, a Lollard preacher contemporary with Chaucer, refers to them in a complaint about the general rowdiness of Canterbury pilgrims:




what with the noise of their singing, and with the sound of their piping and with the jangling of their Canterbury bells, and with the barking out of dogs after them, they make more noise than if the king came thereaway, with all his clarions and other minstrels.39





Saints’ Lives – Pious Folktales?


If the late medieval imagination could dream up such patently absurd saints as those discussed below, it should come as no surprise to find similarly absurd episodes in the purported ‘Lives’ of more orthodox saints. While the absurd saints were hardly taken seriously, I turn now to a consideration of certain narrative motifs in the lives of some of the ‘real’, if less-well-known, British saints that are represented in art and have a particular folkloric resonance.


Whatever the actual details of their lives (and that assumes that they had a real existence, which even some orthodox medieval saints patently did not),40 the saint’s life as a narrative genre, especially in the later Middle Ages, when the Age of Saints was already located in the remote past, is a rich source of international folktale motifs familiar from non-religious sources. For those saints about whom few historical details were preserved, it was the pious duty of the hagiographer to invent suitable and usually miraculous incidents which could be seen to confirm the special status conferred on his hero by divine power. The number of such truly ‘invented’ motifs, in the sense of original incidents unique to a given saint, is few, however. Like the teller of any avowedly secular story, the hagiographer freely borrowed appropriate suggestive details from similar non-religious hero-tales. A motif which proved popular, whether borrowed from secular story or not, would soon find itself borrowed into other saintly biographies.


Saint Confines Birds in Roofless Barn


One fifteenth-century lead badge shows five birds in what looks like a wide low basket, but is in fact a circular enclosure made from panels of wattle fencing, a scene relating to a miracle reported in the Life of St Werburg of Chester (d. 699). According to her late medieval Life by Henry Bradshaw (d. 1513), when St Werburg’s tenants complained to her that wild geese were devastating their crops, she:




… commaunded a seruaunt go hastely


To dryve those wylde gees & brynge home to her place


There to be pynned …


[penned]


The messanger, merueyled and mused in his mynde


Of this straunge message, stode styll in a study


Knowynge that well it passed course of kynde


[that it was quite against nature]


Wylde gees for to pynne by any mannes polycy


Syth nature hath ordeyned suche byrdes to fly


Supposynge his lady had ben unreasonable


[mad]


Commaundynge to do a thynge unpossyble.41





But the ‘miracle’ is also recorded on a late fourteenth-century misericord in Chester cathedral, where the left-hand supporter depicts the saint and her incredulous servant either side of the penned geese (Figure 2.4), and the badges were clearly sold as souvenirs to those who had made the pilgrimage to her shrine in the cathedral.42 In the present instance, of course, the significant fact is that the saint is able to achieve what for any ordinary mortal would be a proverbial folly to attempt, for the saint is a ‘fool for God’s sake’. The same motif is found in the Lives of Sts Cadog, David, Gildas, Illtud and Samson.43
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Figure 2.4







Unofficial Saints


Some ‘pilgrim’ badges commemorate ‘saints’ who were never officially canonised but seem to have enjoyed great popularity locally, such as Richard Caister of Norwich, and more attractively, John Schorn (d. 1315) of North Marston, who was also honoured at Windsor. There are six surviving rood-screen paintings of Schorn and a number of lead badges which concentrate on one of his more spectacular miracles, showing the occasion on which he conjured the Devil into a boot. In 1537 the Bishop of London, acting as a commissioner for the removal of superstitious images, reported that:




at Merston Mr Johan Schorn stondith blessing a bote [boot], whereunto they do say he conveyed the devill. He is mough [much] sought for the agow [ague]. If it be your lordeschips pleasur, I schall sett that botyd [booted] ymage in a nother place.44





Two royal ‘saints’ who similarly never quite made the grade were Thomas of Lancaster, who was beheaded as a rebel by his cousin Edward II in 1322, and King Henry VI. Despite a remarkable lack of traditional attributes of sainthood while alive, after Lancaster’s ignominious death, ‘pilgrims’ began to flock to his tomb and claims of miraculous cures circulated widely, much to King Edward’s displeasure, and to such an extent that he was moved to write to the Bishop of London regarding ‘painted images’ of Lancaster that surrounded a commemorative tablet in St Paul’s Cathedral, and which ‘many persons … victims of infernal trickery … venerate and worship … and affirm that it there works miracles’. When Edward was overthrown in 1327 and the boy-king Edward III set on the throne, the new faction continued to champion Thomas’s cause, for political reasons, and on the eve of the Reformation his hat and belt were still being kept as remedies for headaches and the hazards of childbirth respectively. We hear of a London merchant who sold a covered cup in 1338 which was adorned with a ‘print’ of ‘St Thomas of Lancaster’, but the more truly popular images were once again cast in lead, and a remarkable devotional panel depicting six scenes from the ‘saint’s’ ‘passion’ survives (in the British Museum) flanked by Sts Peter, Paul and others, and surmounted by a Crucifixion.


Brian Spencer has plausibly argued that a number of small lead panel badges which depict a youth in a subservient attitude, sometimes kneeling and with hands raised in supplication, before a standing queen who threatens him with a cudgel or stick, are satirical of the earliest years of Edward III’s reign, during which period his mother, Queen Isabella, in practice, ruled in his name, and that such badges would have been worn by opponents of the new regime, led for a time by Henry, brother of ‘St’ Thomas of Lancaster. That reproduced here from the British Museum bears the ironic legend MOTHERE at the foot of the badge (Figure 2.5).
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Figure 2.5







Spencer has also memorably characterised Henry VI as a man ‘whose true holiness was as apparent to everyone as his exasperating incompetence as monarch’. Like Thomas of Lancaster, he too was put to death by the victorious Yorkist faction who succeeded him and who were anxious to squash any popular veneration, but after their defeat at the Battle of Bosworth in 1485, the way was open for mass veneration of Henry, centred round his miracle-working tomb at Windsor. He is often shown on the badges with his personal device the heraldic antelope or yale, with its distinctive saw-tooth horns and tusks, as also on a unique, large but damaged woodcut printed in the final decade of the fifteenth century.45 Here the king is shown standing in all his regalia adored by kneeling supplicants who are presumably praying to him for relief from their wounds (for example, the woman with a knife through her throat and the man pierced by an arrow). In the background we glimpse a pair of manacles, two crutches, a shirt and a model ship suspended within the saint’s shrine, all votives left behind by grateful pilgrims cured or relieved (freed from prison or saved from shipwreck, perhaps) by virtue of the royal ‘saint’s’ intercession.


A bona fide officially canonised royal saint was Edward the Confessor. According to an inventory of the possessions of Henry V drawn up in 1422, the King had a tapestry featuring King Edward the Confessor, a saintly king understandably popular with the monarchy.46 A rare panel painting of St Edward giving his ring to a needy pilgrim executed c. 1370 survives in a private collection at Forthampton,47 and the same scene is found on Chertsey tiles in Westminster Abbey made 1250x70. Saint Edward’s shrine was located in Westminster Abbey, but despite the best efforts of Henry III, who rebuilt the choir of the abbey in his honour and translated his relics to a magnificent new shrine in 1269, the Confessor never achieved widespread popular devotion, and relatively few pilgrim badges survive that can be unequivocally identified as his.48


The Hairy Anchorite: St John of Beverley and Other Saintly Wild Men


Another distinct sub-species of medieval saint is the ‘hairy anchorite’, the man or woman who goes out into the wilderness and whose hair grows long and shaggy, a sort of holy wodehouse (Wild Man). Influence from the biblical story of Nebuchadnezzar must be presumed in the formation of the type, but probably the best-known and most influential early Christian example is St John Chrysostom. Other hairy anchorites include the medieval French saint, St Jehan Paulus (poilu, ‘hairy’), clearly based on Chrysostom, St Macarius the Roman, Saint James the Penitent, and the female St Mary of Egypt. In Middle English literature even the essentially secular heroes of the Romances Sir Gowther and Sir Orfeo partake of this popular motif, but the best-known English example is probably St John of Beverley (d. 721).


The historical eighth-century John of Beverley, Bishop of York, was canonised in 1037, and the earliest Latin Life was written in the 1060s by Fulcard of St Omer. By the middle of the following century there existed a compilation of his miracles which incidentally shows that his tomb at Beverley was already drawing pilgrims from as far afield within Britain as East Anglia and Scotland. In the early fifteenth century, his fame enjoyed a sudden increase due to the fact that the Battle of Agincourt (1415) was won on the feast of his translation, 25 October49 – a grateful Henry V ordered the day to be observed nationally, enlisted the saint as one of the patrons of the royal house, and visited the shrine himself in 1420, as did his pious successor, Henry VI, in 1448.


If little is known for certain about Beverley’s early Anglo-Saxon patron saint, his life story is still most unlikely to have been anything like that recorded in the early printed Flemish ‘Life’, in which his biography is made to conform to the folktale type of the ‘hairy anchorite’. It seems at first sight extraordinary that the Belgian printer Thomas Van der Noot should issue a Flemish ‘Life of St John of Beverley’ in Brussels c. 1512.50 Why should he believe a Flemish readership should be at all interested in the life of an English saint of only local interest even in England? Equally puzzling, there is no extant antecedent English edition from which Van der Noot’s could be translated; however – especially in the light of what we know of the bilingual practice of the contemporary printer, Jan van Doesborch – the Brussels volume entitles us to posit a lost English Life of St John of Beverley, perhaps printed locally in York, where the first known printed book appeared in 1509, and where we know of two printers of Flemish origin working c. 1510, Hugo Goes and Frederick Freez, or even – as we know that the former printed at least one item there – in Beverley itself.


In fact, the attraction of the Life to Van der Noot must have been in part its intrinsic notoriety. According to the title-page of Jan van Beverley, the saintly hermit, after forcing himself on his sister, murdered and buried her, and then fled into the wilds living like a wild man. The book is illustrated with woodcuts (that on the title-page is suitably lurid) depicting John’s sister resisting his advances in the foreground, her murder in the middle distance and her burial in the background. Of particular iconographical interest is the cut depicting the capture of the hermit by huntsmen, who is portrayed as a wild man on all fours, which presumably owes something to Dürer’s c. 1496 engraving of the hermit St John Chrysostom in the wilderness, also on all fours, in the background, behind a Madonna lactans.51 Immediately, however, it perhaps owes more to the woodcut tradition,52 a similar scene of St John Chrysostom captured by the hunter and his dogs illustrates his ‘Life’ in Fyner’s Heiligenleben (Urach, 1481).53


There was, however, another reason why the Flemish reading-public might be interested in the ‘Life’ of St John of Beverley, and that was the late medieval passion ‘to goon on pilgrimages’. But pilgrimage was not only undertaken by the pious:




In the towns and cities of Flanders, Brabant and Hainault it was common practice for courts of law to mete out pilgrimages as punishments for particular crimes. The pilgrimages were assigned from penitential tariffs established by local custom.54





A list of a hundred pilgrimage shrines compiled at Dendremonde (Belgium) at the beginning of the fifteenth century names the shrine of St John at Beverley as one of the group which were assessed at the maximum tariff (a group which also includes the shrine of Our Lady at Salisbury).


Pilgrims, whether pious or penitential, would have hoped to return home with some souvenir of their visit to St John’s shrine, especially a lead badge – indeed, for a penitential pilgrim from Flanders, for example, such a token might be considered essential proof that the pilgrimage had been successfully completed. Small lead ampullae filled with thaumaturgic water from the holy shrine or a nearby spring were another common type of souvenir; the excavation of a moated site at Arnold near Beverley recently yielded such an ampulla decorated with a compass-drawn flower on the obverse, and a crown above a shield bearing the letter ‘I’ (for Iohn), probably another souvenir of a pilgrimage to the shrine of Beverley’s patron saint.55


It has been argued that the series of eleven illustrations in the bas-de-page of the early fourteenth-century English Smithfield Decretals56 reflects knowledge of a version of the hairy anchorite story very close to that told in Jan van Beverley, as, it seems, does a fourteenth-century wall-painting featuring John the Baptist at Idsworth.57 An attractive mid-fifteenth-century hand-coloured woodcut sheet uniquely preserved in the National Gallery of Art, Washington, depicts another hairy anchorite, St Onuphrius.


Animal Runs Round the Bounds Defining the Saint’s Precinct


One method of miraculously defining the site of a saint’s church was for an animal to run round the bounds, its course marking the extent of the sacred precinct. In the medieval Welsh tradition there are two early instances of this motif: St Cybi’s goat and St Oudoceus’s stag. In the latter story, a stag hunted by King Einion of Glywysing sought refuge in St Oudoceus’s cloak, and on seeing the animal’s trust in the holy man, the king gave Oudoceus all the territory around which the stag had run.


A similar story, though not identically motivated, is told of the foundation of the abbey at Minster-in-Thanet, Kent. According to the tale, Queen Domneva, alias Eormenburgh of Mercia, was given by King Ecgberht of Kent all the land her pet hind could encompass in a single run, in compensation for the murder of her brothers by one of his councillors. About the year 1410 Thomas of Elmham, a monk at St Augustine’s Abbey, Canterbury, drew a map of the Isle of Thanet – one of the earliest extant English local maps58 – on which a zigzag line in green ink which runs roughly north–south across the island is labelled cursus cerve (the hind’s run/course)59 and above the label the outline of Domneva’s pet deer is still just visible (Figure 2.6).


Animal Helps Saint to Construct his Cell


Having determined the site, sometimes animals would help the saint build his cell. A stag which had been granted sanctuary by the Welsh saint Illtud used voluntarily to draw the loads of timber he needed to build his church.60 Another Celtic saint, the Irishman Alto, who founded the monastery of Altomünster in Bavaria in the eighth century, was also the beneficiary of animal help as a mark of special divine favour: in the forest in which he chose to build his cell the birds brought him what twigs and branches they could. This avian assistance is portrayed in a charmingly naive woodcut sheet now in the National Gallery of Art, Washington, probably issued c. 1500 (Figure 2.7).
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Figure 2.6
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Figure 2.7







Stags Draw Saint’s Plough


Once the site was located and the church built, the saint’s next task was to cultivate the earth. The Welsh saints were fortunate enough to receive assistance from wild animals that offered themselves for drawing the plough.


Sts Cadog and Deiniol were able to use stags to pull their ploughs who returned to the woods after their day’s work. When the tyrant Maelgwn stole Tydecho’s oxen they were replaced by stags and, as if further to drive home the futility of thinking to hinder God’s annointed, while the stags ploughed, a wolf did the harrowing.61 At St Neot in Cornwall the eponymous saint’s life is told in a series of painted glass windows in the nave made c. 1528.62 One window depicts the saint ploughing with the two yoked stags above a caption which reads: ‘Here a yoke was put on stags in place of the cattle’. The same story is also told of his compatriot St Kea,63 and of the holy hermit, Robert of Knaresborough, the latter again memorialised in a glass window of c. 1482 from Darley Abbey in Derbyshire, but now installed in St Matthew’s Church, Morley (Colour Plate 1).64


Another fascinating artefact which commemorates the importance of more workaday ploughing in traditional societies is a little lead badge, which takes the form of a plough surmounted by a crown, and is presumably associated with the traditional English folk-religious celebration of Plough Monday. It is inscribed with the proverbial exhortation, part of the Plough Monday prayer, ‘God sped de ploue’, and was perhaps worn by the teams of young men (later known as plough-bullocks/-jags, etc.) who drew the decorated plough around the village on that day, asking for alms and sometimes performing a rudimentary folk-play.65 A beam in the late fourteenth-century plough gallery of Cawston church, Norfolk, is inscribed:




God spede the plow


And send us all corne enow


our purpose for to mak


at crow of cok


of the plowlete of Sygate


Be mery and glade


Wat Goodale this work mad.66





The opening couplet is found in a contemporary manuscript of Piers Plowman: ‘God spede ye plouz and sende us korne inoug’ inscribed above a painting of a ploughing scene which prefaces the text.67


Phallic and Other Burlesque Saints and their Relics


In the opening speech of Heywood’s Playe Called the Foure PP (c. 1520), the Palmer (the pilgrim returned from the Holy Land, as a sign of which he carried a palm-branch or leaf), gives a long list of the shrines he has visited in his opening speech.68 The fact that St Trunnion should be paired with St Uncumber in the Palmer’s list, seems to imply that both had something in common in Heywood’s mind, and that, I suggest, was their bizarre sexuality, transsexuality in the case of the latter, and blatant phallicism in the former case. Saint Trunnion’s name is yet another example of false division, being earlier known (in The Canterbury Tales) and later (in Nashe’s pornographic Choice of Valentines) as St Runyon. The ‘Saint Pintle the Apostle’ by whom Free Will swears in the interlude Hickscorner, written in 1514,69 is another such burlesque phallic saint.


In another of Heywood’s plays, The Pardoner and the Frere, the Curate and Neybour Pratte (published in 1533), some of the list of burlesque relics from his earlier Playe Called the Foure PP are repeated.70 Here again we see on display All Hallows’ jawbone and the big toe of the Trinity, to which are added St Michael’s skull, the arm of St Sunday71 and – clearly deriving from Chaucer’s Pardoner – a holy Jew’s hip-bone,72 plus a mitten, and a relic of Our Lady:




Her bongrace which she ware, with her French hood,


When she went out always, for sun-burning.





The other source for his absurd relics was the early sixteenth-century French farce he also drew on in the earlier play, in which the Pardoner exhibits relics of several burlesque saints, including the skull of St Pion (St Boozer), patron saint of heavy drinkers, and other pieces of burlesque sexual saints (see below), as well as the splendidly insubstantial grunt of St Anthony’s sow, and the wing of one of the seraphim who surround the Godhead (denounced by the Triacleur, the French Pothecary, as a feather from the goose the Pardoner had for his dinner!), and many more of a similar nature.73


The absurd relics topos was very popular in the English theatre of the earlier part of the sixteenth century, to judge from the number of such lists we have. John Bale includes a similar list in his King Johan of the late 1530s:74 a feather of St Michael’s wing, one of Adam’s toenails, the ‘huckyll bone of a Jewe’ (which looks like it harks back to Chaucer’s Pardoner again), St Thomas à Becket’s shoe-latchet, a bone of the blessed Trinity (again), and a number of deliberately disgusting items, one of ‘St Job’s scabs’,75 one of Moses’ maggots, a louse from St Francis, a fart of St Fandigo – a probably imaginary saint – and a dram of the turd of St Barnabas. A century later the anti-Catholic polemicist, Thomas Scott, a man very familiar with the Netherlands and preacher to the English garrison at Utrecht, published The Second Part of Vox Populi in 1624, in which he included a discussion on the credibility of miracles, including the popular belief that:
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