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Preface


This is the first of three books in the series Art & Visual Culture, which together form the main texts of an Open University Level 2 module, Exploring art visual culture. Each book is also designed to be read independently by the general reader, to whom they offer an accessible introduction to some of the key issues raised by the study of art and visual culture across a broad historical period.


Central to each book is a concern with the ways in which the concept of art has developed over the course of time and how visual practices have both responded to and been shaped by these changing ideas. This first book in the series explores art in a range of media over five centuries of great change, during which art had a direct religious and social function.


All of the books in the series include teaching elements. To encourage the reader to reflect on the material presented, each chapter contains short exercises in the form of questions. These are followed by discursive sections.


The three books in the series are:


Art & Visual Culture 1100–1600: Medieval to Renaissance, edited by Kim Woods


Art & Visual Culture 1600–1850: Academy to Avant-Garde, edited by Emma Barker


Art & Visual Culture 1850–2010: Modernity to Globalisation, edited by Steve Edwards and Paul Wood.


There is also a companion reader:


Art & Visual Culture: A Reader, edited by Angeliki Lymberopoulou, Pamela Bracewell-Homer and Joel Robinson.









Introduction


Kim W. Woods


This book considers the production and consumption of art from the Crusades through to the period of the Catholic Reformation. A study of such a wide chronological and geographical scope cannot be comprehensive, and it would be misguided even to attempt to provide a systematic overview of art covering five centuries. The case studies included here, all fascinating in their own right, have been selected because each also introduces themes and methods critical to the study of medieval and Renaissance art. The reader will therefore emerge with an overview of some of the essential principles, challenges and problems of studying the art history of this period.


The focus is on art in medieval and Renaissance Christendom, but this does not imply that Europe was insular during this period. The period witnessed the slow erosion of the crusader states in the Holy Land, finally relinquished in 1291 (see chapter 4), and of the Greek Byzantine world until Constantinople fell to the Ottomans in 1453. Famously, Columbus made his voyage of discovery of the New World in 1492. Medieval Christendom could not but be aware of its neighbours. Trade, diplomacy and conquest connected Christendom to the wider world, which in turn had an impact on art. The luxury oriental fabrics painstakingly represented in paintings by Simone Martini (c.1284–1344), and the feather pictures made in Mexico for European collectors, are only two examples (chapters 3 and 5). It would have been possible to produce a book that focused exclusively on the cultural interaction between Christendom and its neighbours.


The important point to be made is that the medieval and Renaissance period was not parochial and neither were its artists. Any notion of the humble medieval artist oblivious to anything beyond his own immediate environment must be dispelled. This book shows that artists and patrons were well aware of artistic developments in other countries (chapter 2). Artists travelled both within and between countries and on occasion even between continents (chapters 3, 4 and 8). Such mobility was facilitated by the network of European courts, which were instrumental in the rapid spread of Italian Renaissance art (chapter 5). Europe-wide frameworks of philosophical and theological thought, reaching back to antiquity and governing religious art, applied – albeit with regional variations – throughout Europe (chapter 1), just as challenges in the form of the Protestant and Catholic Reformations rapidly became pan-European phenomena.


Art, visual culture and skill


The term ‘visual culture’ is used in preference to ‘art’ in this book for the fundamental reason that the arts before 1600 were very much more wide-ranging than they were subsequently defined. From the founding of the first art academy in Florence in 1563 up to the twentieth century, ‘art’ has been understood primarily in terms of the three so-called arts of design: painting, sculpture and architecture, all of which were considered to demand talent and intellectual application as well as the acquisition of manual skill. Medieval art and Renaissance art present a challenge to this definition.


The Latin word ‘ars’ signified skilled work; it did not mean art as we might understand it today, but a craft activity demanding a high level of technical ability including tapestry weaving, goldsmith’s work or embroidery. Literary statements of what constituted the arts during the medieval period are rare, particularly in northern Europe, but proliferate in the Renaissance. They deliver the odd surprise. In 1504, the Netherlandish writer Jean Lemaire de Belges wrote a poem for his patron Margaret of Austria, sister of the ruler of the Netherlands, in which he listed prominent artists of the day. In addition to painters, he mentions book illuminators, a printmaker, tapestry designers and goldsmiths.1 Giorgio Vasari (1511–74), the biographer of Italian artists, claimed in his famous book Le vite de’ più eccelenti pittori, scultori e architettori (Lives of the Painters, Sculptors and Architects; first edition 1550 and revised 1568) that the architect Filippo Brunelleschi (1377–1446) was initially apprenticed to a goldsmith ‘to the end that he might learn design’.2 According to Vasari, several other Italian Renaissance artists are supposed to have trained initially as goldsmiths, including the sculptors Ghiberti (1378–1455) and Verrocchio (1435–88), and the painters Botticelli (c.1445–1510) and Ghirlandaio (1448/49–94). The design skills necessary for goldsmiths’ work were evidently a good foundation for future artistic success. All of this calls into question the subsequent academic division between the so-called arts of design and crafts, and not least the relegation of goldsmiths to the realm of craft.


The term ‘visual culture’ is also used for a second reason that is less to do with definition than with method. Including the various arts under the umbrella of ‘visual culture’ implies their inseparability from the visual rhetoric of power on the one hand, and the material culture of a society on the other. Before 1500 at least, art did not signify painting or sculpture to be scrutinised in a gallery, but an aspect of the persuasive power and cultural identity of church, ruler, city, institution or individual. In this sense, art might be considered alongside ceremonies, for example, as strategies conveying social meaning or magnificence (see chapters 1, 2 and 5), or alongside coins and ceramics as aspects of identity (see chapter 4). Equally, visual culture serves as an eloquent indicator of gender, as shown in chapter 7.


If art is defined, as it was in later centuries, solely as an aesthetic entity prompting scrutiny for its own sake alone, then the purposefulness of the varied forms of art produced during the medieval and Renaissance period might appear to lie outside this definition. Yet objects were made that invited the most attentive scrutiny for their ingenuity in design while at the same time fulfilling a variety of functions. Purposefulness is also predicated on skills of looking and interpreting. No one in medieval times would have bothered with ‘purposeful’ works of art unless they could assume that their contemporaries were vulnerable to their communicative power. For example, the wealthy lavished money on rich artefacts or dynastic portraits in part because they were an aspect of the social exclusiveness that a representative number of their entourage could notice and grasp. In reiterating the convention that religious art was particularly useful for those unable to read (chapter 1), medieval thinkers seem to have assumed that ordinary people too were capable of thoughtful looking. This suggests that attentive and intelligent scrutiny was a cultural skill that might, to a degree at least, be taken for granted by both patrons and artists during the medieval and Renaissance periods. Works of art might not have hung in galleries, but it seems that medieval and Renaissance audiences knew how to look at them.


It is also the case that some objects, particularly those made by ancient Greek and Roman artists, were indeed treated as objects for aesthetic admiration during the fifteenth century. Among these were the highly prized antique cameos owned by the Medici family in Florence.3 Earlier written evidence that works of art were recognised as offering visual delight quite apart from function and meaning is sparse but there is a little. In a treatise written sometime between 1227 and his death in 1254, Lucas, Bishop of Tuy in Spain, reiterated the medieval convention that the purpose of religious art in churches was both to convey doctrine and to inspire imitation (see chapter 1). He also recognised a third category, however, that some art in churches was there simply for adornment:




there are in the church painted forms of animals, birds and serpents, and other things, which are for adornment and beauty only … for the house of God must shine with varied worship, so that its outward beauty in itself will lead men to it, and not inflict weariness on those who are present … the outward beauty of the house of God soothes the eyes.4





The profusion and variety of ornament in some medieval church architecture or in illuminated manuscripts suggests his was not an isolated view, for all that it was seldom articulated.5 His statement is a valuable indication that even within the church, art might serve the purposes of simple enjoyment. It seems implausible that visual delight did not also form a key motive for lay patrons to commission art for their own private use.


The fact that a work of art had a function did not mean that artistic quality was a matter of indifference. Some artists’ guilds, such as the painters’ guild of Tournai, south of Brussels, required candidates to submit a ‘masterpiece’ for examination by the guild in order to win the status of master. Those scrutinising the masterpieces must have had a clear idea of the criteria of quality they were hoping for, even if these criteria were never set down in writing. The careful selection of artists even from far-flung locations, and the preference for one practitioner above another, shows that patrons too were quite capable of discriminating on the basis of artistic prowess. Abbot Suger (c.1081–1151) explained that the twelfth-century windows at Saint-Denis in Paris, for example, were done ‘by the exquisite hands of many masters from different regions’ (see chapter 2).6 The effectiveness of a work of art depended to a great extent on peculiarly artistic factors. This much is implied by the Libri Carolini written at the court of the Emperor Charlemagne as early as c.790 CE: ‘images sometimes turn out beautiful and sometimes ugly, according to the understanding [ingenium] and skill [artificium] of the artist’.7 A work of art during the medieval and Renaissance period was expected to be of high quality as well as purposeful.


The chronicler of England and France during the Hundred Years War, Jean Froissart (c.1337–c.1405), made a clear judgement of artistic quality in favour of the Netherlandish sculptor André Beauneveu (active 1364–1402) claiming that he ‘did not then have a better, nor equal in any land, nor any who made so many fine works living in France or in Hainaut – which was his country of origin – or in the kingdom of England’.8 A native of Valenciennes, now in northern France, Beauneveu became ‘ymagier’ to Charles V of France (ruled 1364–80) and carved his marble tomb at Saint-Denis between 1364 and 1366 (see Plate 0.1).
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Plate 0.1 André Beauneveu, tomb of Charles V, c.1364, marble. Church of Saint-Denis, Paris. Photo: Giraudon/The Bridgeman Art Library.


In addition to various Netherlandish commissions, between 1374 and 1386 he worked on the tomb and funerary chapel of the Count of Flanders, Louis de Mâle (1330–84), for which the statue of Saint Catherine at Kortrijk was probably made (Plate 0.2). Froissart encountered him in Bourges in France at the court of Jean, Duc de Berry (1340–1416) (see chapter 5), where he worked from 1386 to 1402. A damaged stone Virgin and Child now in Santa Sofia, Venice (Plate 0.3), has convincingly been associated with Beauneveu’s style.9 It is distinctively naturalistic in the intensity of the lifelike locked gaze of mother and child, while the courtly yet restrained sinuous forms ‘soothe the eyes’, to use Lucas of Tuy’s turn of phrase. At slightly under life-size, it would almost certainly have been commissioned rather than sent for speculative sale. Italy was certainly not short of skilled local sculptors in the later part of the fourteenth century. This statue is very likely to have been perceived as distinctively different from Venetian sculpture. To go to the trouble and expense of transporting it from northern Europe represents a deliberate choice on the part of the commissioner, whether an individual, group or institution, that requires explanation.
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Plate 0.2 André Beauneveu, Saint Catherine,1374–86, alabaster, height 186 cm. Church of Our Lady, Kortrijk. Photo: © IRPA-KIK, Brussels.
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Plate 0.3 Circle of André Beauneveu, Virgin and Child, last quarter fourteenth century, stone, height 116 cm. Santa Sofia, Venice. Photo: © Kim Woods.


Beauneveu’s connections with the court of France, which arguably took the cultural lead in fourteenth-century Europe, can have done his reputation no harm. It remains uncertain whether his Venetian patron desired a Beauneveu-style statue for the reflected prestige value of the French court or of Beauneveu himself, as sculptor at no less than three different courts, or for its artistic qualities first and foremost.10 The possibilities are not necessarily mutually exclusive. It is worth stating, however, that for a high-status, courtly work of art this is not an extravagantly expensive sculpture, despite its size. The statue is made out of ordinary stone, not a particularly rare or valuable material, though the pigments used to paint it and the formidable transport costs would have added greatly to the price. It is unlikely to have impressed for its intrinsic material value, however.


The renowned art historian Michael Baxandall (1933–2008) identified a crucial change in values around the beginning of the fifteenth century. Increasingly, he argued, patrons were impressed not by material ostentation of precious materials such as gold and expensive pigments, but by the prowess of the artist.11 This is a key and much cited point that deserves closer discussion. There is no doubt that artistic skill had always been valued, demonstrated in the virtuoso character of works of art associated with courts and the prestige of artists such as Beauneveu cited above (see also chapter 5), and in the careful selection of outstanding artists to work on expensive, high-status projects such as great churches (see chapter 2). According to Abbot Suger of Saint-Denis, the verses formerly accompanying the great bronze and gilt doors of the abbey church with their reliefs of the Passion and Resurrection of Christ read: ‘If thou seekest to extol the glory of these doors, marvel not at the gold and the expense but at the craftsmanship of the work …’12 Suger’s comment shows that even in 1145–49 skill might be prized above materials. Artistic skill per se was not really the issue at stake; it was the cultural importance of expensive materials, the status of painting and the status of artists.


Even taking into account expensive pigments, the use of gold and painstaking labour, painting was a relatively low-cost option compared with the work of goldsmiths or embroiderers, for example. While prices were linked to the cost of materials, it was affordable by a much wider range of clients, and hence could not offer the social elite the exclusive cultural cachet they sought. It was when artistic skill became a commodity to be appropriated by the elite that painting attained parity with the arts more traditionally associated with the very wealthy.


The Italian humanist, theorist and architect Leon Battista Alberti (1404–72) wrote a short treatise De pictura (On Painting) in 1435 (see chapter 6), partly to explain the art of perspective, partly to set out ‘correct’ principles of design and partly as an apology for painting itself. It circulated in the following year in Italian, but this first edition appears to have been directed at the patron class as it was in Latin, with which the ordinary artist was unlikely to be familiar. Tellingly, he criticises the use of real gold: ‘There are some who use much gold in their istoria [narrative paintings]. They think it gives majesty. I do not praise it … for there is more admiration and praise for the painter who imitates the rays of gold with colours.’13 Here Alberti confronts the mentality that looked to precious materials for ostentation, and suggests that prestige lies in the prowess of the artist alone.


Alberti goes further, however, in claiming that painting was pre-eminent in the arts: ‘Who can doubt that painting is the master art … all the smiths, sculptors, shops and guilds are governed by the rules and art of the painter. It is scarcely possible to find any superior art which is not connected with painting …’14 Painting had a long history in Italy, in northern Europe and in the Greek world, but this jostling for primacy is very much a fifteenth-century phenomenon. The eventual success of the arguments should not blind us to the fact that painting was one art among many before this date. Its importance, however, was increasing.


One example will suffice to illustrate the point. The legendary Medici family were self-styled rulers of Florence but not of noble, let alone royal, extraction, and hence the imperative of material ostentation was perhaps less powerful than it might have been, say, for a northern European king, and even inadvisable where the degree of magnificence was widely expected to correspond to social class (see chapter 5). For this reason, despite their wealth, painting was arguably a medium in keeping with Medici status. Undoubtedly art lovers, the Medicis included in their private collection a rich variety of artistic media, from ancient artefacts and cameos to imported Byzantine miniature mosaics, goldsmiths’ work and Netherlandish tapestries, in addition to paintings. However, one incident in the career of Lorenzo de’ Medici, effective ruler of Florence from 1469 to 1492 and one of the patrons of Botticelli (see chapter 6), illustrates the lengths to which Lorenzo was prepared to go to acquire coveted paintings.


The Battle of San Romano (Plate 0.4) by the Florentine painter Paolo Uccello (1397–1475) is one of the most canonical of Renaissance works of art. It is often chosen by art historians as an example of a Renaissance artist’s grasp of mathematical perspective with its carefully placed ‘fallen’ weapons and soldiers receding to a single vanishing point just to the right of centre, leading the eye on to the second picture in the series. It is the first of three paintings representing a famous victory of Florentine troops over the Sienese in 1432, led by the condottiere Nicolò da Tolentino. The second (Plate 0.5) shows the Sienese leader falling from his horse, and the third (Plate 0.6) shows Florentine troops attacking from the rear.15


[image: ]


Plate 0.4 Paolo Uccello, Battle of San Romano (Niccolo’ Mauruzi da Tolentino at the Battle of San Romano), c.1440s, tempera with walnut oil and linseed oil on poplar panel, 182 × 320 cm. National Gallery, London, Acc.n.: 4577. Photo: © The National Gallery, London/Scala, Florence.


[image: ]


Plate 0.5 Paolo Uccello, Battle of San Romano (The Sienese leader falling from his horse), c.1440s, tempera on panel, 182 × 320 cm. Uffizi Gallery, Florence. Photo: © 2011, Photo Scala, Florence – reproduced with the permission of the Ministero per i Beni e le Attività Culturali.
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Plate 0.6 Paolo Uccello, Battle of San Romano (Florentine troops attacking from the rear or The counter-attack by Micheletto da Cotignola), c.1440s, tempera on panel, 182 × 317 cm. Musée du Louvre, Paris, MI469. Photo: © RMN/Jean-Gilles Berizzi.


These three huge paintings were of a size and subject matter to warrant display in a public place as a commemoration of a famous victory and stimulus to Florentine patriotism. In fact, paintings of comparable secular subjects had been produced over a century earlier for precisely these motives, so the subject matter in itself does not signify a fundamental innovation. The painter Simone Martini contributed to a series of wall paintings of Sienese castles in the Siena town hall in the 1330s (see chapter 3), apparently as a record of the military might of Siena. The San Romano pictures were designed for private viewing, however. Famously, they are recorded in 1492, displayed in the private room of Lorenzo de’ Medici in the Medici palace. As the de facto ruler of Florence, Lorenzo’s palace was presumably designed to impress visitors, and these victorious battle pictures could have been shown to a carefully selected few.


The Medici did not commission these battle scenes, however. They were originally owned by a wealthy Florentine family, the Bartolini Salimbeni. It appears that Lorenzo took advantage of his involvement in the division of the family property in 1483 to appropriate the pictures without the consent of at least one of the brothers. This in itself testifies to the value Lorenzo placed on adding the paintings to the Medici collection. In 1495, Damiano Bartolini Salimbeni brought an unsuccessful court case to get them back.16


Originally designed to fill the arch-topped walls of a room, the pictures were in effect vandalised by the Medici, who cut them down at the top and built them up at the corners to make three rectangular paintings that could hang side-by-side, rather like tapestries. Battle scenes were a favourite subject for northern European tapestries, which may well have been too expensive to be within the grasp of the Bartolini Salimbeni family. The Medici could and did afford expensive tapestries imported from the Netherlands, so the fact that Lorenzo coveted these paintings appears symptomatic of the increasing enthusiasm for painting from the fifteenth century onwards.


Artists, patrons and workshops


In Italy, at least, the rising prestige of painting was linked to the prestige attached to ancient Greek and Roman culture, evident throughout the medieval period and particularly prominent from the fourteenth century onwards in what has come to be known as the Italian Renaissance. Alberti drew on a variety of ancient Roman and Greek texts to champion painting and painters, including comments by the ancient Roman writer Pliny the Elder (23–79 CE) on ancient Greek artists in his Historia naturalis or Natural History (77 CE). Alberti was certainly not the first to do so. The Italian poet Petrarch (1304–74) owned an annotated copy of Pliny’s Natural History, and in the margin of Pliny’s life of the Greek painter Apelles made a comparison with Simone Martini (discussed in chapter 3, note 4). Alberti emphasised the esteem in which ancient Greek painters such as Zeuxis and Apelles had been held, claiming that ‘painting was given the highest honour by our ancestors. For, although almost all of the artists were called craftsman, the painter alone was not considered in that category’.17 In fact, Pliny also extols several ancient Greek sculptors, and it is a moot point whether Alberti’s claim is actually correct, but the evidence he went on to cite was of the utmost significance for the status of painting in the Renaissance.


Alberti pointed out that ancient philosophers and kings had enjoyed painting, including it as part of the liberal education of their children and even practising it themselves.18 Such arguments served to vindicate painting in the minds of status-conscious patrons; they also struck a blow for the status of painters. Traditionally, a division had been drawn between the manual arts (or crafts), undertaken to earn a living and depending on practical skill, and the liberal arts pertaining to the leisured classes and studied for their own sake. Self-evidently, the distinction is a false one in that all artists needed to earn a living. To claim that painting was a liberal art narrowed the social gap between artist and patron, however, and put painting on a par with educated activities to do with reading and writing, such as poetry. For this too there were antique antecedents. The ancient Roman poet Horace (65–8 BCE) had compared poetry and painting in his essay Ars poetica (‘The art of poetry’), while the Roman writer Plutarch (c.50 – after 120 CE) cited the maxim that painting is mute poetry and poetry a speaking picture.19 Such comparisons were used to assert the parity of status of painting and poetry, something that neither Horace nor Plutarch is likely to have intended.


Alberti himself had received a humanist education based on the study of ancient Greek and Roman culture, and he was not alone in pointing out that painting and drawing had been included in an ancient liberal education. Early fifteenth-century humanist educator Vittorino da Feltre, working at the Gonzaga court in Mantua, employed artists in the programme of liberal education he offered the sons of rulers.20 It is no accident that some of the most famous paintings of all time were commissioned by regional Italian rulers well versed in such humanist ideas.


Just as antiquity provided a model for the status of painting, so it provided a model for the relationship between illustrious patron and artist. Pliny described the esteem in which Alexander the Great held the painter Apelles, visiting his studio, allowing him liberties and even passing on to him his mistress.21 In 1549, the Italian sculptor Leone Leoni mentions in a letter that the Emperor Charles V visited his studio and spent two to three hours at a time chatting with him (see chapter 5).22 The familiar relationship between artist and ruler by this date is symptomatic on the one hand of the degree to which antique role models were taken to heart and on the other the degree to which artists had made the transition from jobbing craftsmen to respected court employees. Whether Netherlandish ruler Philip the Good could have been aware of the precedent of Apelles and Alexander the Great when he visited the Bruges workshop of his court painter Jan van Eyck almost a century earlier in 1432 is unclear, but it demonstrates that Philip too was on familiar terms with his court painter and keenly interested in van Eyck’s work.23


Famously, in 1516, the renowned Renaissance artist Leonardo da Vinci (1452–1519) was invited to the French court of Francis I (ruled 1515–47), perhaps not so much for the work that he might produce at what was then an advanced age, as out of admiration and presumably for the prestige that the presence of such a renowned figure might endow on the French court. The advancement of artistic status is often associated with princely employment, for example by Martin Warnke in his seminal study of the court artist.24 Given the example of Leonardo da Vinci, this appears to make sense. Maintained on a salary, a court artist was no longer a jobbing craftsman constantly on the lookout for work. Potentially, at least, he had access to projects demanding inventiveness and conferring honour, and time to lavish on his art and on study. Equally, however, court artists might be required to undertake mundane and routine work which they could not very well refuse (see chapter 5). Court salaries were also often in arrears or not paid at all. In the same letter in which Leone Leoni described Charles V chatting with him for two to three hours at a time, he complains of his poverty, while carefully qualifying the complaint by claiming he serves the emperor for honour and cares for studying not moneymaking. The lot of the court artist might appear to fulfil aspirations for artistic status, but it certainly had its drawbacks.


The pattern of artistic employment in the medieval period and the Renaissance varied. Traditionally, craftsmen working on great churches (chapter 2) would be employed in workshops on site, albeit often for some length of time; during the course of their career, such craftsmen might move several times from one project to another. Many other artists moved around in search of new opportunities of employment, even to the extent of accompanying a crusade (chapter 4). Artists working for European courts might travel extensively as well, not just within a country but from country to country and court to court: Michael Sittow (c.1469–1525), mentioned in chapter 5, is a case in point, working at the court of Castile in Spain and in the Low Countries for the Habsburgs. El Greco (1541–1614), explored in chapter 8, moved between three different countries before finding employment not at the royal court in Spain but in the city of Toledo. Botticelli (c.1445–1510) worked almost continuously in Florence under the protection of the Medici family, but even he was sent to Rome by his patrons to work temporarily for Pope Sixtus IV (see chapter 6). On the other hand, Jan van Eyck (c.1395–1441) and Albrecht Dürer (1471–1528) were able to maintain fixed workshops while remaining in court employment, and Titian (c.1485–1576) remained based in Venice exporting work to clients such as Philip II in Spain (chapter 5).


A fixed artist’s workshop depended not only on local institutional and individual patronage, but often also on the willingness of clients from further afield to come to the artist rather than the artist travelling to work for clients. Simone Martini, examined in chapter 3, epitomises this range. It remains uncertain whether he travelled to Naples to paint the Saint Louis altarpiece for Robert of Anjou sometime around 1317 (Plate 3.13 in chapter 3), or whether the commission was placed remotely, and the panel painted in Siena and exported to Naples. For much of his career, before moving to Avignon in the 1340s to work at the papal court, he had an urban workshop in his native Siena, and received commissions from both civic and ecclesiastical authorities.


The professional benefits of a permanent workshop are reasonably clear in terms of the supply of artistic materials, the employment of long-term assistants and establishing a client base. Whether the advantage lay in urban employment within a guild structure or with employment at a princely court is less clear-cut. While upholding the importance of court employment, Warnke maintains the corollary that the guild structure was stifling to artistic freedom.25 Like the role of court artist, this bears closer scrutiny, however. Although there were a few exceptions, notably the imperial free city of Nuremberg, most cities associated with craft industries established guilds sometime during the fourteenth or fifteenth centuries. A guild served three main functions: promoting the social welfare of its members, maintaining the quality of its products and protecting its members from competition. This usually meant defining quite carefully the materials and tools that a guild member was allowed to use to prevent activities that infringed the privileges of other guilds and for which they had not been trained, for example a carpenter producing wood sculpture.


It is the protection from competition that art historians have seen as eliminating artistic freedom, but it is worth pausing to wonder whether this view owes more to modern free-market economics than to the realities of fifteenth-century craft practices. In practice, it meant that indigenous craftsmen enjoyed preferential membership rates, but in many artistic centres foreign craftsmen were clearly also welcomed so long as their work reflected favourably on the reputation of the guild. The higher dues a foreigner had to pay were arguably a way of ensuring this: in order to pay the dues he (or more rarely she) needed already to have attained a level of success, suggesting a degree of skill that otherwise could not be verified given that the craftsman had trained elsewhere. The painter’s guild of Bruges may appear oppressively protective yet many illustrious Bruges painters were not native to the city and must in practice have been welcomed by the guild, among them Petrus Christus (c.1410–75/76), Hans Memling (1430/40–94) and Gerard David (c.1460–1523). The protectionism of the Venice guild of stonemasons, which included sculptors, was clearly directed at controlling the influx of itinerant craftsmen and imported works of art for sale; masons wishing to settle and work permanently in the city might do so much more easily.26


While some artists’ guilds lacked strength, such as the painter’s guild in Florence, there is ample evidence, particularly in northern Europe, of artists such as the Antwerp painter Quinten Metsys (1466–1530) making a substantial living through the guild system while retaining their professional independence. The powerful Antwerp artists’ guild was even responsible for a chamber of rhetoric, associating artists with literature in a manner quite independent of Italian art theory. As the debate about artistic status grew, the real disadvantage of the guild system for artists was not so much lack of freedom or profitability or even status so much as the connotations of manual craft attached to the guild system of apprenticeship as opposed to the ‘liberal’ training offered by the art academies.


It would be a mistake to accept uncritically the notion that one form of training and practice was inherently more advantageous to artists than another, just as it would be wrong to adopt the idea of artistic progress postulated by Vasari in his Lives. The chapters in this book offer instead a taste of the range and richness of visual culture in medieval Christendom and of some of the artistic developments associated with the Renaissance.


Notes


1 Stechow, 1989 [1966], pp. 27–29.


2 Vasari, 1996 [1568], vol. 1, p. 326.


3 Richardson, Woods and Franklin, 2007, pp. 291–303.


4 Lymberopoulou, Bracewell-Homer and Robinson, 2012, Reader Text 1.1.4 and Gilbert, 1985, pp. 136–7.


5 Schapiro, 1977.


6 Suger, 1979, p. 73.


7 Belting, 1994, p. 533. The Libri Carolini offered a critical riposte to the favourable judgement of the church Council of Nicaea on religious art.


8 Nash, 2007, p. 31.


9 Wolters, 1967, and Wolters, 1976, cat. 204, pp. 259–60; Nuttall, 2012, Part 3, chapter 5. Wolters thought it originally came from the nearby church of Santa Maria de’ Servi, now demolished. Nuttall argues convincingly that the Lucchese, who had strong connections with both churches, were probably responsible for its commission. They were engaged in trading activities in the Low Countries and Paris.


10 For Lucca merchants and the visual culture of the courts of France and the Burgundian Netherlands see Nuttall, 2012.


11 Baxandall, 1972, chapter 1.


12 Suger, 1979, pp. 47–8.


13 Alberti, 1966 [1435], p. 85.


14 Ibid., p. 64.


15 The red cross on the white banners hanging from the trumpets in Plates 0.4 and 0.5 represents the arms of the Florentine people.


16 See Gordon, 2003, pp. 390–1, and Roy and Gordon, 2001.


17 Baxandall, 1971, pp. 62–3.


18 Alberti, 1966 [1435], pp. 65–6.


19 Lee, 1967, pp. 2–5, and Hardie, 1993, pp. 120–1.


20 Warnke, 1993, p. 39.


21 Edwards, 1999, p. 99.


22 Lymberopoulou, Bracewell-Homer and Robinson, 2012, Reader Text 1.5.4 and Plon, 1887, pp. 45–7.


23 Paviot, 1990, p. 88.


24 Warnke, 1993, pp. 33–45.


25 As claimed in Warnke, 1993, p. 38, and Baxandall, 1980, pp. 106–16, for example.


26 Connell, 1976, chapter 6.
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Part 1 Visual cultures of medieval Christendom


Introduction


The visual culture of medieval Christendom is primarily associated with the sacred, and with good reason. Most of the buildings and artefacts that survive from this period had religious functions, or, at the very least, religious connotations. The first two chapters here explore examples of painting, sculpture and architecture that served an explicitly religious function within the medieval Catholic Church. From a modern and often secular viewpoint, this religious agenda can appear off-putting. After all, art – and indeed society – is primarily secular in the twenty-first century. Our unfamiliarity with the religious meanings and functions of medieval art means that these medieval survivals need exploring as never before; it is plain that the viewing processes of modern viewers will differ fundamentally from those at the time.


Visual culture was important to each of the world religions Europeans might encounter during the medieval period: Christianity, Islam and Judaism. For Islam and Judaism, both marginal in the overwhelmingly Christian Europe, visual culture constituted the decorative and the built environment; the representation of sacred figures was proscribed. This meant that there was no practice of religious painting or sculpture in either tradition. Concerns about idolatry were frequently expressed in the Christian church, but, on the whole, painting and sculpture were not only tolerated but positively promoted. Chapter 1 explores different ways of understanding the use of specifically religious images within Catholic medieval practice. The justification for the use of figurative imagery in the Catholic Church rested on the Incarnation; that is, since God took on a visible form in the person of Christ, it was justifiable to represent God through visual means using images.1 This does not mean that altarpieces, wall paintings or statues in the context of a church or cathedral simply served as the trappings of religion, however. It is undoubtedly true that the purposes of religious imagery were of paramount importance; religious art was there not only to illustrate but to communicate, and artistic properties were instrumental in doing so effectively, as chapter 1 demonstrates. What works of art looked like in medieval times mattered no less than it did in subsequent centuries when independent aesthetic value became a more recognised category of analysis.


In chapter 2, Susie West shows that the medieval churchman Abbot Suger of Saint-Denis had a strong sense of the effect that architectural design might have on people and its potential to raise the mind from the material to the spiritual. Medieval architecture has sometimes been studied exclusively in terms of its formal design. Chapter 2 calls these explanations in which a building is analysed in terms of its component parts an ‘internal analysis’. It explores the formal properties of two medieval great churches – Saint-Denis in France and Westminster Abbey in London – but not with the intention of placing them within an apparently seamless story of the development of Gothic architecture. Conversely, the chapter examines the uncertain and rather untidy interface between architectural convention and choice, and the requirements and usage of a medieval great church. The extent to which design decisions were made on the basis of style preference remains highly uncertain, even in the case of Suger’s Saint-Denis. The connotations of architectural design, on the other hand, may be charted more securely in the case of Westminster Abbey. Here crucial design features are presented as references to prestigious buildings with which for one reason or another Westminster was aligned, whether for religious or political reasons.


The separation of sacred and secular is fundamental to many twenty-first century societies, particularly in the west, but it is not a concept appropriate for the medieval period. In exploring visual culture in its wider terms, chapters 3 and 4 also demonstrate the inseparability of sacred and secular concerns. For example, Diana Norman shows in chapter 3 that the exercise of civic authority in Siena was inextricably bound up with both visual culture and religious belief and practice. The strange monk-like status of the military orders characteristic of the crusader states explored in chapter 4 epitomises the almost complete overlapping of the religious and the secular in this ephemeral outpost of medieval Christendom.


Chapter 3 is broadly biographical, and the so-called ‘monograph’ tracking the life and work of an individual artist has a long tradition in the history of art. Chapter 3 approaches biography in a different way, however. The sparse facts known about Simone Martini’s life are clearly stated, but the focus is not on which works of art may be assigned to him and why, or even on his individual career. In the context of the artistic production of one highly successful artist, this chapter demonstrates the very different arenas in which visual culture might assume importance, from the town hall in Siena to the papal court exiled in Avignon. Medieval painting is not necessarily associated with close attention to verisimilitude, but Diana Norman shows that it is particularly in those works that might now be designated secular that Simone Martini explored the representation of the natural world. Finally, the artist’s illustration of the poet Petrarch’s manuscript copy of texts by the ancient Roman writer Virgil introduces the theme of the revival of interest in classical culture, which will be taken up again in the second part of this book.


The first three chapters concentrate on what have traditionally been identified as the ‘high arts’ of painting, sculpture and architecture. Chapter 4 looks at all of these but also at glass and coins, for example, and shows that these apparently mundane, everyday items not only formed part of visual culture but were capable of holding cultural associations and artistic qualities. In chapter 4, Angeliki Lymberopoulou argues that the distinctively hybrid visual culture of the crusader states of the Holy Land was both the practical outcome of a hybrid society and a visual expression of the cultural identity of this controversial territory captured through inherently religious as well as secular motivations. The chapter shows the full scope of visual culture at the very frontier of medieval Christendom, and as such forms a fitting end to this part.


Notes


1 Kessler, 2007, p. 19, where he cites Rupert of Deutz.


Bibliography


Kessler, H.L. (2007) Neither God nor Man: Words, Images and the Medieval Anxiety about Art, Frieburg im Breisgau, Rombach.










Chapter 1 Sacred art as the ‘Bible of the Poor’


Kim W. Woods


 


 


Plate 1.1 Circle of the Master of Mary of Burgundy, The Raising of Lazarus (detail from Plate 1.15).
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Introduction


Visual culture was of intrinsic importance in the medieval Christian church. Sculpture, painting, stained glass, embroidered vestments and precious artefacts enhanced church buildings, ceremonies and rituals. At least some of these art forms, notably painting and sculpture, were valued for their capacity to convey a Christian message to ordinary people. This capacity for complex communication was controversial, however. For about 1000 years from the sixth century until the Protestant and Catholic Reformations in the sixteenth century, the role of imagery in the Catholic Church was a matter of debate. At its most basic, this might be a debate about acceptable levels of expenditure; at its most complex, it was about the appropriateness of using the visual as opposed to oral or literary means as a bridge to the spiritual world. Some believed that religious images were a useful way of supporting and deepening Christian worship, devotion and instruction. Others claimed religious images tempted congregations into idolatry – the veneration of the image itself, rather than the sacred character the image represented. For those opposed to sacred art, iconoclasm (the deliberate destruction of religious images) represented the ultimate course of action. During the sixteenth century, the Protestant churches famously rejected the use of images, in contrast to the Catholic Church which retained them. The issue at stake here was whether artistic images were capable of holding meaning and edifying the viewer.


Religious imagery has often been explored in terms of idolatry, but that is not the focus of this chapter.1 Instead, the purpose is to examine the concept of sacred art both in theory and in practice. In terms of theory, the chapter will analyse the various spiritual purposes Christian imagery was believed to serve. In terms of practice, it will explore the ways in which the precise appearance of a particular work of art might lead the viewer to think about what he or she sees, and hence about spiritual things. The investigation takes as its starting point some much-cited statements about the importance of Christian art by one of the key figures of authority in the early Christian church, Pope Gregory the Great (reigned 590–604). The works of art used as examples are drawn primarily from the fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries, commonly acknowledged to be the period in which religious art was produced in greatest profusion.


1    Reading by seeing


Some medieval philosophers and theologians regarded the physical world and all that went with it as a contaminating force from which Christian believers needed to detach themselves. This viewpoint had negative implications for the role of religious art. Saint Bernard of Clairvaux (1090–1153), the twelfth-century founder of the Cistercian monastic order, recommended being ‘blind to the outside world’, whether metaphorically or more literally in the case of monks focusing on a life of prayer and work in their monastery.2 Saint Bernard claimed that material ornaments, including imagery, were useful only to stimulate devotion in the ignorant.3 He regarded religious art as something inherently inferior, more physical than spiritual, and to be spurned by those of any spiritual maturity. His own monks were expected to pursue ‘imageless devotion’ – using exclusively mental as opposed to visual resources.4


An alternative viewpoint was that the material world formed a legitimate starting point from which thought and understanding might ascend to the spiritual. This position is conveniently summarised by the theologian and chancellor of the University of Paris, Jean Gerson (1363–1429): ‘we ought thus to learn to transcend with our minds from these visible things to the invisible, from the corporeal to the spiritual. For this is the purpose of the image.’5 Religious imagery had clear potential on the lower rungs of this ascending ladder, but it was still lowly in any hierarchy of Christian value.


The most influential, if problematic, justification of religious imagery originated in the writings of Gregory the Great, the eminent sixth-century pope mentioned in the introduction. In the year 599, Pope Gregory chastised one of his bishops, Serenus of Marseilles, for destroying Christian images, because Serenus believed they were a focus of idolatry. Pope Gregory’s response was to defend images on the grounds of their usefulness to ordinary people:




For a picture is displayed in churches on this account, in order that those who do not know letters may at least read by seeing on the walls what they are unable to read in books.6





The images Serenus disliked were probably mosaics, like those still surviving in abundance in the ancient city of Ravenna (see section 2 below).


Gregory was obliged to write to Serenus again the following year, when he spelled out more precisely the purpose that he felt images served in the Christian church:




For it is one thing to adore a picture, another through the picture’s story to learn what must be adored. For what writing offers to those who read it, a picture offers to the ignorant [or ‘uneducated’] who look at it, since in it the ignorant see what they ought to follow, in it they read who do not know letters; whence especially for gentiles [or ‘common people’] a picture stands in place of reading.7





Gregory’s essential point is that in some sense, visual art serves those who cannot read (though not exclusively so), as books serve those who can: that art constitutes a ‘Bible of the Poor’, as it has often been expressed. This is a powerful claim, and it is a crucial one because for centuries access to public religious imagery was undoubtedly far greater than access to books, even for those who were literate. This reality was frankly acknowledged as late as the mid fifteenth century by the Bishop of Chichester, Reginald Pecock (c.1395–1460), who stated: ‘images are open to sight in open churches so that all people can come whenever they want in each time of day, but so they not come in to use of books’.8 Before the growth of printing from the second half of the fifteenth century, books were handwritten, usually on parchment, and as such were rare and expensive items that were not widely owned.


Not all subsequent church leaders agreed with Gregory that images might serve similar purposes to books, but his authority was such that his statements were repeated through the centuries right up to the Protestant Reformation of the sixteenth century, and are still cited by art historians today. What he meant, however, is not obvious. As we shall see, the assumption that religious imagery primarily serves the uneducated is deeply problematic. It is equally problematic to assume that Pope Gregory simply meant that religious images should teach.


2    Seeing and hearing


Books have long been associated with the acquisition of knowledge, so the most obvious interpretation of Gregory’s claim that ‘a picture stands in place of reading’ is that imagery was a way of imparting information by visual means to those unable to access books. Neither he nor later commentators actually suggested that images were capable of teaching something new, however.9 On the contrary, Gregory specified learning from images in much more limited terms of what should be venerated (i.e. worshipping what the images stood for, as opposed to idolising the images themselves) and what believers ‘ought to follow’ (i.e. by way of example, such as people’s behaviour). In the context of the sixth century, this does not preclude the power of images in winning converts to Christianity.10 Pope Gregory was an advocate of preaching, and probably intended for pictures to be used in conjunction with sermons, to illustrate, recall and reinforce Christian ideas and narratives.11




Exercise


Look carefully at Plate 1.2, and the two details in Plates 1.3 and 1.4, and answer the questions below.


Before you start, cover the caption information, though you may look at the dimensions once you have attempted the questions. The aim here is to put yourself in the position of ignorance like those ‘who do not know letters’.




	What do you think the theme of this work of art is?


	What are the formal qualities that the altarpiece relies on for its effect? (Formal qualities include: design, composition and setting; figure types; gesture, pose and facial expressions; colour; the illusion of three-dimensional space or its absence; the effects of light and shadow.)


	What are your conclusions about the message being conveyed?
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Plate 1.2 Unknown Brussels carvers, Saint Dymphna altarpiece (open), Life of Saint Dymphna, c.1515, oil on polychromed oak panel, 136 × 320 cm. Church of Saint Dymphna, Geel, Belgium. Photo: © KIK-IRPA, Brussels.
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Plate 1.3 Unknown Brussels carvers, Saint Dymphna altarpiece, showing the beheading of Saint Dymphna by her father (detail from Plate 1.2).
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Plate 1.4 Unknown Brussels carvers, Saint Dymphna altarpiece, showing the dead Saint Dymphna healing pilgrims at her shrine (detail from Plate 1.2).




Show discussion








End of exercise.


In fact, this carved wooden altarpiece narrates the martyrdom of Saint Dymphna, an Irish princess and Christian convert who fled to the Low Countries to escape the incestuous advances of her demon-possessed father, only to be murdered by him and buried at Geel near Antwerp. She was credited with performing posthumous miraculous cures on the ‘demon-possessed’ and mentally ill. For that reason, from at least the thirteenth century Geel became a centre of pilgrimage and charitable care for those seeking mental healing.


The altarpiece is thought to be based on an account of Saint Dymphna’s life written around 1243, and in this sense appears to be a substitute book, as Pope Gregory suggested.12 However, the written account simply codifies an oral legend that would have been well known to local people and to pilgrims visiting the church. As such, text and image alike serve as reminders of the legend and as pointers to the divine, and hence have a kind of equivalence rather than a hierarchy of importance. This equivalence may correspond quite closely to Pope Gregory’s understanding of writing and picture as expressed in his letters to Serenus.13 If approached from a position of complete ignorance, the altarpiece must have appeared baffling even to early sixteenth-century viewers more accustomed to deciphering religious imagery, but not in conjunction with the oral legend. Explanatory inscriptions in Latin were later added below each scene, an acknowledgement that some kind of explanation, whether oral or textual, was needed to accompany an image cycle like this.


The function of the Saint Dymphna altarpiece did not end with reminding the viewer of a story, however. The altarpiece served as a reliquary, since the remains of the body of Saint Dymphna were kept above the altarpiece. The relics, or physical remains, of a saint were believed to have the power to heal, so this physical proximity was important for pilgrims seeking a cure. Pilgrims conventionally offered financial contributions at the shrines they visited, and through the centuries pilgrimage art was instrumental in inspiring these donations. This principle was acknowledged but deplored by Saint Bernard of Clairvaux, a critic of religious imagery as we have seen:




By I know not what law, wherever the more riches are seen, there the more willingly are offerings made. Eyes are fixed on relics covered with gold and purses are opened. The thoroughly beautiful image of some male or female saint is exhibited and that saint is believed to be the more holy the more highly coloured the image is. People rush to kiss it, they are invited to donate …14





Fundraising was not necessarily a dubious activity, however. At Geel donations were vital for maintaining the unique local form of care for the mentally ill for which Geel is still known today.


On a more mundane level, the altarpiece is one way of identifying and celebrating the patron saint of the church, to whom prayers would routinely be addressed, particularly on church festivals. It would be displayed in its fully open state on church festivals, such as Christmas and Easter, on the feast day of Saint Dymphna herself and perhaps on Sundays. It was presumably also opened for the benefit of pilgrims visiting the church. At other times, including Lent and Advent, the periods leading up to Easter and Christmas where particular penance for sins was expected, the movable shutters would usually have been kept closed. The imagery, therefore, was relatively complex, relating to several additional aspects of the life of the church: pilgrimage, fundraising, the liturgy (religious ceremonies) and the church calendar. The Saint Dymphna altarpiece demonstrates that a public work of Christian art served multiple functions. Of these, reminding the viewer of a sacred narrative is the one most commonly associated with Pope Gregory’s stance on Christian art, but it is only one.


The mosaics of Gregory the Great’s own day could be just as difficult to decipher as the Saint Dymphna altarpiece. The nave of the church of Sant’Apollinare Nuovo in Ravenna was decorated in the sixth century. Here small biblical narratives decorate the highest zone of the nave walls. These scenes are placed very high indeed, and visibility is a real issue in assuming their primary function to have been didactic; it has been suggested instead that they constitute appropriate sacred images to enclose a sacred space.15 They also rely upon prior knowledge on the part of the viewer: Christ’s parable of final judgement in which he divides good (the sheep) from bad (the goats) on the basis of their charitable behaviour (Matthew 25:31–46) would look like livestock management unless the viewer already knew the parable (Plate 1.5).
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Plate 1.5 Unknown artist, Christ Dividing the Sheep from the Goats, sixth century, mosaic. Sant’Apollinare Nuovo, Ravenna. Photo: © Giraudon/The Bridgeman Art Library.


The complicated apse scene in Ravenna’s second church named Sant’Apollinare (in Classe) also dates from the sixth century (Plate 1.6). Here Saint Apollinaris himself appears beneath a stylised representation of the Transfiguration, a visionary experience in which Christ appeared with the Old Testament figures of Moses and Elijah (Matthew 17:1–8). There are several peculiarities, not least the substitution of a huge cross for the figure of Christ.16 This mosaic employs a symbolic mode that requires explanation in order to be deciphered: the witnesses of the Transfiguration Saint Peter, Saint John and Saint James are represented as three sheep to either side of Apollonaris (one sheep on the left and two sheep on the right), and the twelve disciples also appear as sheep at the top of the mosaic (six on each side of the archway to the apse). Saint Apollonaris himself is identified through inscription, clearly only useful to those who could read. As the first bishop of Ravenna, martyr and reputedly friend of Saint Peter, he constituted a key status figure for Ravenna and his representation here was a means by which the city’s newly won equality with Rome and Constantinople might be reinforced.17 Initiated by the contemporary Archbishop of Ravenna, Maximilian, this mosaic also advertised Maximilian’s own political power and independence by invoking the figure of his illustrious predecessor. As such, this mosaic certainly has a strong message, but one more obviously designed for the elite of Ravenna than for the ordinary people Pope Gregory stressed, and even then, probably only with explanation.
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Plate 1.6 Unknown artist, The Transfiguration, sixth century, mosaic. Sant’Apollinare in Classe, Ravenna. Photo: © 2010 Scala, Florence. Reproduced with the permission of the Ministero per i Beni e le Attività Culturali.


Religious imagery could therefore visualise quite complicated narratives or concepts and make them available to a wide audience, but it required explanation.


3    Seeing and saying: the apostles’ creed


Art historian Michael Camille argues that viewing sacred art was not so much the equivalent of reading as of hearing something being said. According to him, in the predominantly oral culture of early medieval Europe, the power of images resided in their capacity to evoke not written texts but ‘the sound of the voice’, as he put it.18 Even in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, when writing had greater importance and levels of literacy were higher, the concept of images reflecting oral culture rather than texts remains important. The oral practices of the average medieval churchgoer were fairly limited. Every medieval Christian was expected to memorise and recite the Apostles’ Creed, along with the Lord’s Prayer, the Hail Mary and the Ten Commandments, however ignorant they might otherwise be.19 Consequently images of the twelve apostles in churches may be connected not so much with the written text of the creed as with its oral recitation.


In northern Europe during the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, large-scale statues of the twelve apostles were sometimes placed high up around the walls of the church choir. The apostle statues in the pilgrimage church of Saint Martin in Halle, just south of Brussels, date from the very beginning of the fifteenth century (Plate 1.7, with details of Saint Simon and Saint Thaddeus in Plates 1.8 and 1.9, respectively). A similar series of apostles is painted in The Exhumation of Saint Hubert, attributed to the Brussels painter Rogier van der Weyden (c.1399–1464), in imitation of actual church practice (Plate 1.10).20 Both series of apostles are dynamic, turning and gesticulating as if engaged with each other, and with the church below. Traditionally, each of the apostles was assigned a different sentence of the creed.21 Here the animated poses of the statues suggest they are actually in the process of saying their own creed. They interact not only with each other but with the viewer in the church below, drawing them into the recitation. Because the apostles in Halle are placed high, they are clearly visible even from the nave, the public area of the church. Saint Simon on the north side and Saint Thaddeus on the south side (Plates 1.8 and 1.9) look directly down at the congregation. Depending on where in the church they stand, viewers encounter the sequential gaze of several of the other apostle statues.
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Plate 1.7 Apostles from the triforium of the pilgrimage church of Saint Martin, c.1410, stone with neo-Gothic polychromy. Church of Saint Martin, Halle, Belgium. Photo: © KIK-IRPA, Brussels.
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Plate 1.8 Saint Simon from the triforium of the pilgrimage church of Saint Martin, Halle. Photo: © KIK-IRPA, Brussels.
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Plate 1.9 Saint Thaddeus from the triforium of the pilgrimage church of Saint Martin, Halle. Photo: © KIK-IRPA, Brussels.
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Plate 1.10 Rogier van der Weyden, The Exhumation of Saint Hubert, late 1430s, oil with tempera on panel, 88 × 81 cm. National Gallery, London, acc. no. 1725. Photo: © The National Galley, London/Scala, Florence.


The twelve apostles were also placed to either side of a central Crucifixion in an altarpiece carved of alabaster and exported from northern Europe to the church of Santa Maria delle Grazie in Rimini, c.1420–30. Here some of the apostles (Plates 1.11 and 1.12) are even represented slightly open mouthed as if actually uttering their allotted sentences from the creed. Unlike the Halle choir statues, this altarpiece would have been less visible to the ordinary churchgoer than to those reciting or singing the creed as part of the ceremonies celebrated at the altar. The apostles’ oral evocation held a shared significance for the Christian community, literate or illiterate, priest or lay person.
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Plate 1.11 The Apostle Philip from the Rimini altarpiece, c.1420–30, alabaster, height 44 cm. Liebieghaus Skulpturensammlung, Frankfurt, inv. 411. Photo: © Rühl and Bormann/Liebieghaus.
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Plate 1.12 The Apostle Bartholomew from the Rimini altarpiece, c.1420–30, alabaster, height 43 cm. Liebieghaus Skulpturensammlung, Frankfurt, inv. 410. Photo: © Rühl and Bormann/Liebieghaus.


It is fair to say that such images served not only as a visual reminder of basic instruction and as a dynamic reinforcement to both congregation and clergy of this fundamental statement of the Christian faith, but also through their animation, appeared to participate in its recitation. They are not ‘read’ so much as ‘heard’.


4    Images, memory and sight


Because of the way in which memory was believed to work in the Middle Ages, images were inseparable from the formation and exercise of memory. Memory was believed to operate by means of mental images, stored in ‘the mind’s eye’, regardless of whether a memory was physical or intellectual in origin. According to the famous thirteenth-century Dominican theologian Saint Thomas Aquinas (c.1225–74), ‘memory, even the memory of objects of thought, is not without an image’.22


Ancient Greek and Roman ideas on memory were transmitted to the medieval world by means of classical texts on the art of public speaking or rhetoric. Orators were encouraged to set up mental images that were distinctive and even disfigured or comic to trigger memory.23 According to the Roman writer Quintilian (c.35–c.100 CE), such memories should be ‘stored’ in the various rooms of a huge mental ‘building’ in order to facilitate retrieval.24 In medieval times, these processes of memory were applied not to oratory so much as to remembering principles of Christian belief.


Metaphorical images are not the same as images made by artists, and Saint Bernard of Clairvaux for one made a vigorous distinction between the two. For others, however, where mental images were inherent to memory, it was a short step to recognising the usefulness of artistic images for their mnemonic power. The Franciscan friar Saint Bonaventura (1221–74) justified artistic images ‘on account of the transitory nature of memory, because those things which are only heard fall into oblivion more easily than those things which are seen’.25


Memory in medieval philosophy was not simply a matter of memorising, however, but inherent to the process of thought itself. The ancient Greek philosopher Aristotle, who attained huge influence in the Middle Ages, claimed that ‘the soul never thinks without a mental picture’.26 According to Aristotle, all processes of thought begin with the senses, of which perception is crucial: ‘no one could ever learn or understand anything if he had not the faculty of perception’.27 Perception was followed by memory. Memories were thought to be made through an active and affective process, involving the emotions and imagination, and hence were thought to take place in the imagination.28 The imagination was, in turn, inferior to the intellect, which governed recollection, whereby memories were sorted and used. It is recollection that is crucial in the thread linking mental (or artistic) images to the higher levels of thought. Aristotle’s ascending hierarchy from the senses (including sight) to the imagination, and from there to the intellect, was taken up by Aquinas. In contrast to those who distrusted the evidence of the material world, and of sight in particular, Aristotle’s school of thought offered a validation of the visual and with it of images – both mental and those made by artists.


A further validation of the processes of sight came in the 1260s, when the English scientist and Aristotelian Roger Bacon (c.1214–92) first established the principle that sight operates through material things imprinting themselves on our eye, and hence that sight is capable of yielding objective knowledge about the external world.29 For Bacon, vision was not subject to suspicion but was the means by which ‘we search out experimental knowledge of all things that are in the heavens and in the Earth’.30


These varying philosophical and scientific ways of thinking about images and about sight had implications for sacred images. On the most basic level, a Cistercian monastery following the rule of Saint Bernard would not commission religious art, whereas the Dominican order to which Saint Thomas Aquinas belonged did so more readily. On a more subtle level, art might legitimately be used not only as an aid to memorising sacred stories or concepts, but also as a means of thinking about them.


5    Sacred images in books


The mnemonic power of art is demonstrated most obviously in books, which is perhaps ironic given that according to Pope Gregory images primarily served those without access to the written word. In modern times, the concept of art as a substitute book for the uneducated has sometimes been dubbed the ‘Bible of the Poor’ or, in Latin, Biblia pauperum. The term is derived from a ‘block-book’, a very basic and simple printed book which appeared in some fourteen editions from the mid­‑1460s, but which had existed as a handwritten book from roughly 1300 onwards.31 Both the pictures of the block-books and the limited texts that accompanied them were printed using a single woodblock per page. The ‘Bible of the Poor’ is thought to have served primarily the wealthier lay public and some clergy. It was not in fact anything to do with poor people, or even with the illiterate or uneducated, since it included Latin texts.


Each page consisted of a central New Testament scene with an Old Testament incident to either side of it. These Old Testament scenes were ‘types’ (as they are often known); that is, they were claimed to prefigure the New Testament scene in a prophetic and symbolic way. This elaborately symbolic way of understanding the Bible prevailed during the medieval period. It was these parallels between Old and New Testament that the reader needed to learn and memorise.32 In Plate 1.13, three scenes are divided by fictive architecture. Christ’s entry into Jerusalem (Matthew 21:1–11) is set alongside two other triumphant Old Testament receptions: for the Old Testament future king David after he had killed the giant Philistine Goliath (1 Samuel 18:6–7), and the very obscure scene of the prophet Elisha received at the gates of Jericho by the sons of the prophets, who acknowledged him the successor of Elijah (2 Kings 2:15).33 These Latin texts are placed above the respective scenes alongside other associated biblical quotations. David reappears in the upper left with a quotation from the Psalms, which he was thought to have written. Prophetic sayings and other verses are also to be found below the pictures. The pictures did not have to be mimetic, or ‘accurate’, representations to serve as a useful visual method of absorbing these complex connections between the Old Testament and New Testament incidents.34 Indeed, the relative crudity of the images as well as the obscurity of their themes arguably limited their power to communicate coherently without the text, while the text without the images would be pretty indigestible and probably very hard to recall. Just as Quintilian recommended that orators remembered by assigning thoughts to the different rooms of an imaginary building, so here the association between disparate texts and incidents might be remembered through the strategic layout of text and illustration on the page.


[image: ]


Plate 1.13 Unknown artist, Christ’s Entry into Jerusalem, from Biblia pauperum, fifteenth century, xylograph. Musée Condé, Chantilly. Photo: © Giraudon/The Bridgeman Art Library.


A rather more accessible and popular picture book called Ars moriendi (‘The art of dying well’) provided a visual warning of the pitfalls surrounding death and what needed to be done to make a good death and secure salvation. The most famous illustrations on this theme are the engravings by the prestigious German artist known as ‘Master ES’ because of the initials with which he signed his work. Plate 1.14 shows by the bedside of the dying man three New Testament characters who served as role models for repentance, and who, through the forgiveness they found, offered signs of hope at the point of death. The Good Thief who was crucified at the same time as Christ (Luke 23:39–43) acknowledged his crimes and asked to be remembered by Christ when he reached Paradise. The cock at the head of the bed and Saint Peter holding his key are reminders of Saint Peter’s repentance following his denial of Christ (Luke 22:54–62), and in the foreground Saint Paul and his horse are brought to the ground by the revelation on the road to Damascus, when Paul, the persecutor of Christians, was converted to Christianity (Acts 9:1–9). The standard Ars moriendi had a Latin or vernacular text on the facing page, which shows that at least in theory the book was directed at the literate. In practice, however, with a little familiarity with the themes through oral means, the images alone would have been enough to prompt meditation on the temptations associated with death. This is even more likely to be true because the engravings by Master ES seem originally to have been produced as stand-alone images that were subsequently adapted for use in this block-book.35 Either way, these pictures might (in the words of Gregory the Great) ‘stand in place of reading’.


[image: ]


Plate 1.14 Master ES, Consolation through Confidence, from Ars moriendi, c.1460, engraving. Ashmolean Museum, University of Oxford, acc. no. WA1863.1978


The various components of a decorated page in an illuminated manuscript might also prompt meditation as well as memory. Handmade Books of Hours were very expensive, and limited to the very wealthiest literate people in society. They were certainly not intended for the kind of viewing public Gregory the Great considered might most benefit from sacred pictures, or even those who might have access to a block-book.


The Book of Hours was essentially a liturgical tool: it enabled the layperson to follow in their own home or private chapel the same eight daily services (or ‘Hours’) that someone in religious orders would follow in a monastery or convent: matins, lauds, prime, terse, sext, none, vespers and compline. What was recited at each of these eight ‘Hours’ often differed depending on the day of the week: for example, the Book of Hours containing Plate 1.15 specifies the Hours of the Dead for Monday, the Hours of the Holy Spirit for Tuesday, the Hours of All Saints for Wednesday, the Hours of the Holy Sacrament for Thursday, the Hours of the Holy Cross for Friday, the Hours of the Virgin for Saturday and the Hours of the Trinity for Sunday. There were also additional Offices, used on specific occasions. Plate 1.15 comes from the Office of the Dead placed towards the end of this book. The Office, as opposed to the Hours, of the Dead was recited at funerals and on the anniversary of a death.


[image: ]


Plate 1.15 Circle of the Master of Mary of Burgundy, The Raising of Lazarus, Book of Hours, 1480s, illuminated manuscript, 14 × 9 cm. British Library, London, Add MS 17026, fol. 152. Photo: © British Library Board.


The biblical miracle of Christ raising Lazarus from the dead (John 11:1–44) is frequently selected to illustrate the Office of the Dead, and here accompanies the text introducing the evening service of vespers.36 The ‘frame’ of the scene is formed by the receding sides of an illusionistic recessed wall tomb; below is a worm-eaten body. The illegible inscription around the upper surface of the tomb mimics the sort of brass inscription that might be found around a real fifteenth-century tomb slab, usually identifying the person buried and exhorting prayer for his soul. The frame above the tomb opens out onto a window-like scene of the raising of Lazarus, to which the angel in pink gestures. This represents not a physical reality like the corpse, but a spiritual aspiration. It reminds the viewer (and the corpse below) of the hope of resurrection. On the left wall of the tomb recess is the abbreviated inscription confessus est et pena iust (‘he has confessed and made just expiation’); that is, he has confessed his sins and so should be considered to have made a good death. The few letters of the heavily abbreviated inscription on the right wall of the tomb recess are not readily intelligible today, but may have conveyed more to the original reader. At the corpse’s feet is a devil to compete for his soul, which may have recalled to the viewer the conventions of the Ars moriendi.


This complicated image is apparently suspended in a blue background, or border, scattered with illusionistic plants, flowers and twigs, as was the convention in manuscripts from Ghent or Bruges. Arguably, the illusionistic suggestion of three different picture planes (the border, the tomb and frame, and the Lazarus picture) might also suggest levels of thought. The monkey in the lower left-hand corner of the border holds a child in swaddling clothes: a humorous reminder of the beginning of life as well as its end. The monkey sub-theme runs throughout the miniatures in this manuscript, perhaps as a reflection on human behaviour since the monkey was believed to imitate what it sees. It has been argued that this sort of humour provided light-hearted visual relief that prevented reading Latin from becoming too tiring.37Alternatively, it may represent the kind of comic detail believed in rhetorical treatises to assist memory.38
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