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Introduction to the Special Issue of
Religions—“Domestic Devotions in Medieval and
Early Modern Europe”

Salvador Ryan

Faculty of Theology, Pontifical University, St Patrick’s College, Maynooth, County Kildare, W23 F2H6, Ireland;
Salvador.Ryan@spcm.ie

Received: 22 March 2020; Accepted: 24 March 2020; Published: 27 March 2020

This Special Issue of Religions focuses on lived religion and devotional practices as found in the
domestic settings of late medieval and early modern Europe. More particularly, it investigates to what
degree the experience of personal or familial religious practice in the domestic realm and the more
public expression of faith in liturgical or communal settings intersected.

When I first chose this theme, my aim was to build on the significant research that has been
undertaken in recent years on domestic devotion in the early modern period, most notably the volumes
produced by the European Research Council funded interdisciplinary project Domestic Devotions: The
Place of Piety in the Italian Renaissance Home (see, for example Brundin et al. 2018; Corry et al. 2017; Corry
et al. 2018; and Faini and Meneghin 2018), but also in other studies such as Martin and Ryrie (2012).
More broadly, in 2012–2013, the Ecclesiastical History Society chose for its 50th volume of Studies in
Church History the theme Religion and the Household, which contains, among others, at least twelve
contributions on the early modern period (Doran et al. 2014).

The specific topic of medieval domestic devotion has been slower to generate significant treatments
such as those mentioned above, although there have been fine edited collections such as Spicer and
Hamilton (2005), which contain a number of medieval essays, and helpful article contributions by
Kolpacoff Deane (2013) and others. This collection aims to respond, in part, to the final section of that
article, which sets out some directions for future research. Therefore, in its call for contributions, it
especially welcomed contributors who wished to consider the relationship between domestic religious
practice across medieval Christianity, Judaism and Islam, or to focus in particular on any one of the
three faiths. Elisheva Baumgarten’s Practicing Piety in Medieval Ashkenaz (Baumgarten 2014) and Megan
H. Reid’s Law and Piety in Medieval Islam (Reid 2013) serve as excellent exemplars of this kind of study.
While welcoming contributions on early modern domestic devotion, it was my hope that a number of
the essays gathered in this collection would shed much-needed light on this topic within the broad field
of medieval studies. One of my other hopes for this collection was that it would contribute towards
a broadening of the geographical range of enquiry: thus, while welcoming contributors writing on
Western Europe, articles which examined aspects of domestic devotion in Central and Eastern Europe
were especially encouraged.1

The response to the call for contributions was very heartening, with a final number of twenty
articles published. I am very happy with the geographical spread of contributions, and particularly
pleased to see a fine representation of articles from Slavic language regions, whose complementary
scholarship in this area is much needed in English language publications. I am also delighted to

1 On this point, I am looking forward to the publication of important forthcoming studies such as that of Suzanna Ivanič
whose monograph, The Materiality of Belief: the Spiritual World of Early Modern Prague, which will be published by Oxford
University Press. Ivanič has already contributed important essays such as “Amulets and the Material Interface of Beliefs in
Seventeenth-Century Prague Burgher Homes” in Domestic Devotions in the Early Modern World (Faini and Meneghin 2018).
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publish two essays on aspects of domestic devotion within Islam during the Ottoman period, and also
an essay on domestic practice within medieval Judaism.

The Essays
Albert Kohn uses Hebrew texts from thirteenth-century Southern Germany, primarily Sefer

Hasidim, to further analyse the role of beds in shaping medieval domestic devotion and to show how
Jewish notions about the social, moral, and sexual significance of the bed also reflect those identified
in late medieval Christian culture. There were certain practical considerations to be observed when
reciting the shema, for instance, if sharing a bed with another. Also, the mixing of the sacred (a holy text,
for example) with the profane bed could only occur if the bed had been newly laundered, to ensure
that its sheets had not become polluted by bodily fluids.

Acknowledging that there is very little documentary and/or physical evidence of sensorial
engagements with religious artefacts, such as kissing, licking, or stroking, in medieval Norway,
Ragnhild M. Bø turns her attention to two church inventories for the parish churches in Hålandsdalen
(1306) and Ylmheim (1321/1323). These offer a glimpse of what may have been a semi-domestic
devotional practice related to sculpture, namely the embellishing of wooden sculptures in parish
churches with silver bracelets and silver brooches. Her aim is to use a few preserved objects and
archaeological finds as well as medieval sermons, homiletic texts and events recorded in Old Norse
sagas, to tease out the significance of the silver items mentioned in the two inventories by exploring
the interfaces between devotional acts, decorative needs, and possibly gendered experiences, as well
as object itineraries between the domestic and the religious space.

Juliana Dresvina’s article seeks to trace the visual sources of the English mystic Julian of Norwich’s
(1343 and 1416) Revelations or Showings, and suggests that many of them come from familiar everyday
devotional objects such as Psalters, Books of Hours, or rosary beads. It approaches Julian’s text from
the perspective of neuromedievalism, combining more familiar textual analysis with some recent
findings in clinical psychology and neuroscience.

Matko Matija Marušić explores domestic devotional practices in Ragusa (modern-day Dubrovnik)
from the late thirteenth through the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. Considering that important
advancements in the understanding of domestic devotions in major Mediterranean cities have recently
been made—particularly in Venice—the scrutiny of Ragusan sources enables further reflections on
the same phenomena in minor Adriatic centres. Given the paucity of preserved objects, and the fact
that no late medieval domestic space of that time has survived in Dubrovnik, he turns to archival
sources to answer questions pertaining to the arrangements and uses of spaces of domestic worship.
Three aspects are analysed in his essay: privately owned chapels—adjoined to the dwellings of urban
nobility—prayer areas and holy images inside the houses, and relics in the possession of individuals.

Marta Crispí examines domestic devotion in Catalonia in the thirteenth, fourteenth and fifteenth
centuries, based on the information provided by numerous post-mortem inventories and texts written
by coetaneous spiritual authors such as Ramon Llull, Francesc Eiximenis and Saint Vincent Ferrer.
Among the objects recorded in the inventories, pieces of furniture and devotional objects laypeople
and clergymen used in their pious practices as “material” aid for personal prayer stand out. They were
in keeping with the strong visual culture that pervaded the later Middle Ages. There were retables,
oratories and images of religious themes. However, the inventories also listed lesser known but equally
recurring objects such as paternosters and Agni Dei. Painted cloths depicting religious scenes that
decorated the homes of numerous wealthy Catalan–Aragonese families at that time were also present.
Spiritual books such as books of hours and psalters, biblical texts, Legenda Aurea, etc., were mentioned
as well. They were part of the incipient libraries of the laity in the Late Middle Ages.

Karen Ralph considers the major cycles of illumination in two Books of Hours belonging to
Thomas Butler, seventh Earl of Ormond (c. 1424–1515). The article concludes that the iconography of
the two manuscripts reflects the personal and familial piety of the patron and was designed to act as a
tool in the practice of devotion. A prominent figure in English and French public life with an Irish
heritage, the products of his patronage were influenced by the various facets of his world; marked, as
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they are, by English prayers, French designs, Irish saints, borrowed folia, and some individual artistic
flair. Thomas Butler’s Books of Hours were performative objects, family records, “archives of prayer”
and material aids to devotion.

Anna Dlabačová studies the role of the earliest books printed in the Dutch vernacular in the
religious practice of lay individuals and the devout home. Many of the texts disseminated in these early
printed books have received little attention and scholars have tended to view them within the sphere
of the Devotia Moderna, even though often there is no direct link to this religious reform movement.
This article attempts to show that the first books printed in Dutch offer an interesting lens through
which to study domestic devotion in the Low Countries in the last decades of the fifteenth century. It
argues that these books bridged the gap between catechetical instruction and the private home, literally
bringing home many of the ideals and instructions that the clergy would have offered in church and
thus increasingly ‘textualizing’ the lives of the late medieval laity.

Taking late medieval Florence as her focus of study, Catherine Lawless discusses domestic
devotions by framing them in terms of devotions carried out in the home, defined by its opposition
to ecclesiastical, consecrated space. It examines how women, considered the laity par excellence
through their inability to ever attain sacerdotal authority, were advised spiritually by mendicant friars
on how to lead a Christian life according to their status as wives, widows or virgins. It looks at the
devotional literature that was widespread in mercantile homes and the devotional images designed to
move the soul. This discussion attempts to show the tensions between ecclesiastical and domestic
spaces—between the clergy and the laity, and between the corporeal and spiritual worlds of late
medieval devotion. It argues that, despite clerical unease with the female and domestic space, the
importance accorded to female piety by the mendicant orders at the close of the Middle Ages was such
that women were entrusted with key educational roles in the family, even leading to the astonishing
affirmation of them as ‘preachers’ within the borders of their households.

Sarah Blick uses material culture to examine late medieval domestic devotional practices.
These survivals ranged from very fine examples to their low-quality, mass-produced counterparts,
demonstrating that similar devotional interests and practices spanned all social strata. They included
pilgrim badges; amulets inscribed with sacred names or prayers; three-dimensional figures; tiny
folding pewter triptychs or diptychs; lockets, chains and cylinders; and even bells, whistles and rattles
which could acquire a quasi-devotional function.

Margarita Voulgaropoulou’s contribution, on icons in the late medieval and early modern
Adriatic, examines how icon veneration became deeply rooted in the Catholic societies of the broad
Adriatic region, and particularly in domestic households. However, some important crossovers can be
identified, especially in instances where these household icons were donated to churches as votive
offerings and therefore entered another devotional space as a result, becoming focal points of more
public devotion.

Kaja Merete Haug Hagen examines a late medieval paper amulet containing prayers to St Dorothy
and the Holy Cross which was found under the floorboards in a demolished part of a medieval wooden
stave church in Torpo, Norway. From the perspective of materiality and sensory-based religious
practices, this article explores the connection between the textual amulet found in Torpo and its relation
to the now-lost large wooden cross in Torpo church, and to crosses believed to be wonderworking
or miraculous in its proximity. The amulet may have been placed in the church, but this was not its
original home. Here, once again, we have a connection between what may have been a domestically
possessed religious item and its final destination, which was a formal ecclesiastical space.

Zuzanna Sarnecka turns her attention to the function of small-scale maiolica sanctuaries and
chapels created in Italy in the sixteenth century. The so-called eremi encouraged a multisensory
engagement of the faithful with complex structures that included receptacles for holy water, openings
for the burning of incense, and moveable parts. They depicted a saint contemplating a crucifix or a
book in a landscape and, as such, they provided a model for everyday pious life. The reduced scale
made the objects portable and stimulated a more immediate pious experience.
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Focusing on the response to the Vatican Pietà and perversely using as a point of departure a 1549
remark on Michelangelo as an “inventor of filth”, Grażyna Jurkowlaniec aims to present Michelangelo
as an involuntary inventor of devotional images. The article explores hitherto unconsidered aspects of
the reception of the Vatican Pietà from the mid-sixteenth into the early seventeenth century. The material
includes mediocre anonymous woodcuts, and elaborate engravings and etchings by renowned masters:
Giulio Bonasone, Cornelis Cort, Jacques Callot and Lucas Kilian. A complex chain of relationships
is traced among various works, some referring directly to the Vatican Pietà, some indirectly; none
were designed or perceived as reproductions of it, but were conceived as illustrations of the Syriac
translation of the New Testament, of Latin and German editions of Peter Canisius’s Little catechism,
of the frontispiece of the Règlement et établissement de la Compagnie des Pénitents blancs de la Ville de
Nancy—but, above all, they were widespread as single-leaf popular devotional images.

Milena Ulčar, focusing on the early modern Bay of Kotor, in modern-day Montenegro, explores
how the use of illegally acquired body parts (through grave exhumation, for example) for healing in the
domestic sphere mirrored the function and use of official saints’ relics in more controlled ecclesiastical
settings. By borrowing and adopting iconographic and ritual elements from each other, the church
authorities and common people participated in a shared devotional world in which the fragmented
body and its creative (mis)use possessed healing powers.

Examining Arabic texts of the Ottoman period, Torsten Wollina shows how appropriating the
margins and blank spaces for notes of a sacred or revered text with one’s own domestic or family life,
any ‘academic’ or ‘religious’ manuscript could be turned into an object of domestic devotion. Placing
notes—and thus the names of dear ones—in close proximity to revered texts and the handwriting of
esteemed individuals was, in itself, an aim of a devotional practice.

Shrine visitation (ziyāra) and devotion to Muh. ammad (such as expressed in tas. liya, the uttering of
invocations upon the Prophet), both expressed through a range of ritualized practices and material
objects, were at the heart of everyday Islam for the vast majority of early modern Ottoman Muslims
across the empire. While both bodies of practice had communal and domestic aspects, Jonathan

Parkes Allen focuses on the important intersections of the domestic with both shrine-visitation and
Muh. ammad-centered devotion as visible in the early modern Ottoman lands, with a primary emphasis
on the eighteenth century. While saints’ shrines were communal and “public” in nature, a range
of attitudes and practices associated with them, recoverable through surviving physical evidence,
travel literature, and hagiography, reveal their construction as domestic spaces of a different sort,
appearing to pious visitors as the “home” of the entombed saint through such routes as wall-writing,
gender-mixing, and dream encounters. Devotion to Muh. ammad, on the other hand, while having
many communal manifestations, was also deeply rooted in the domestic space of the household,
in both prescription and practice. Through an examination of commentary literature, hagiography,
imagery and objects of devotion, particularly in the context of the famed manual of devotion Dalā’il
al-khayrāt, Allen demonstrates the transformative effect of such devotion upon domestic space and the
ways in which domestic contexts were linked to the wider early modern world, Ottoman, and beyond.

Jantina Ellens demonstrates the malleability of some textual aids to domestic devotion. She
focuses her attention on Devotions in the Ancient Way of Offices, a Catholic primer first published in
1668, which highlighted the continual usefulness of medieval devotional practice, but which was
subsequently adapted for use by late seventeenth and early eighteenth century English Protestants.
This article demonstrates how attempts to reclaim early church faith practices through the recuperation
of medieval devotional methods was a significant feature of seventeenth century confessional debates.

Terese Zachrisson, in an article on seventeenth century Sweden, notes how it is a common saying
in parts of rural Sweden, when discussing someone lacking in piety, that they went to neither church nor
cross. This saying reflects the practice of placing shrines in the fields, along the roads and in the woods
as a communal, semi-domestic site that complemented official church space. In the remote woodland
areas of Sweden, the distance between parish churches could be considerable, and many parishioners
were not able to attend church on a regular, weekly basis. Here, then, parishioners could kneel and
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make their prayers when unable to attend church service. These sites could also be used as points of
contact when communicating with the divine about domestic issues. For instance, votive offerings
were often left at the shrines by those hoping for deliverance from disease and difficult childbirths.
Zachrisson’s article positions itself at the interface between domestic and ecclesial religious practice.

Aleksandra Sulikowska-Belczowska examines the role of domestic icons in the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries as a material foundation of the identity of the Old Believers movement in Russia,
and how icons became a source of heated controversy between Old Believers and the Patriarch Nikon
who forbade icons after the ‘Western style’ to be painted or to be held in people’s houses. Likewise, the
Old Believers’ prayer houses were always full of icons, but most of them were domestic icons, i.e.,
icons of relatively small size and of specific iconography, with a definite predominance of images of the
Mother of God, Christ, and angels or saints, especially St. Nicholas the Miracle Worker. Here, again,
we see the crossover between domestic and ecclesial space.

By way of a precise case study, i.e., Palazzo Scordia in Palermo (Sicily) in the late seventeenth and
early eighteenth century, Valeria Viola examines familial devotion and its relationship with parts of
the house other than the chapel. It aims to problematize the issue of the devotional/non-devotional
use of paintings inside the household. Of particular note, especially when considered in relation to
Albert Kohn’s article on the medieval Jewish bed, is Giulio Mancini’s Alcune considerazioni appartenenti
alla pittura come di diletto di un gentiluomo (1617–1621), which prescribes the bedroom as among the
most suitable locations for “le cose di devotione” (“items for devotion”). The article illustrates that
the path approaching the chapel from the rest of the house was characterized by the crossing of
numerous consecutive thresholds marked by an increase in religious images hanging on the walls.
Viola concludes by cautioning that, after years in which the early modern house has been assessed as a
secular place alien to devotional practices, the risk is now to go towards the opposite extreme; that is,
the univocal interpretation of the house as a “devotional place”, thus neglecting the complexity and
the instability of meanings that spaces, images, and objects sustained in the domestic environment.

Some Concluding Remarks
In conclusion, it is my hope that this collection of articles has managed to achieve what it set out

to do, at least for the most part. Just over half of the contributions deal wholly, or in large part, with the
later Middle Ages (fulfilling the desideratum of increasing the number of studies of medieval domestic
devotion); there is a fairly wide geographical range (which includes several welcome contributions
from Eastern Europe); both Judaism and Islam are represented (although I would have liked to have
seen some more contributions regarding medieval Judaism and Islam). However, if the collection as
a whole inspires others to build further studies on the research gathered here, it will have made an
important contribution.

I am enormously grateful to all the scholars who responded to the initial call for contributions and I
owe an immense debt of gratitude for the timeliness of their contributions, and also the professionalism
and generosity of the numerous anonymous readers of these articles.

Warm thanks are also owed to the dedicated team in the Religions Editorial Office whose courtesy
and efficiency have been a joy throughout this process.

As I write this introduction, the global community is in the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic
and most people are currently working from their homes and practicing “social distancing”. As a
result of this crisis, places of worship across the world have had to close their doors and, to prevent
further infection, faith communities can no longer gather for communal worship in person. It seems
appropriate to conclude with the thought that scholars for whom the communal expression of faith
is an integral part of their personal lives now have reason to consider the term “Domestic Devotion”
with more than an academic interest.

Conflicts of Interest: The author declares no conflict of interest.
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Abstract: In recent years, pre-modern beds have generated extensive scholarly interest. Their social,
religious, and economic importance has been rightfully highlighted in the study of domestic piety. Yet,
concern has primarily focused on beds in late medieval English homes. This essay uses Hebrew texts
from thirteenth-century Southern Germany, primarily Sefer Hasidim, to further this analysis of the role
of the bed in shaping medieval domestic devotion. Jewish notions about the social, moral, and sexual
significance of the bed reflect those identified in late medieval Christian culture. These ideas inspired
numerous rituals practiced in Jewish homes. Yet, the bed and the remnants of sex assumed to be
found in it also frustrated Jewish attempts to perform domestic devotion. These findings highlight
the complicated nature of the home and how medieval people had to navigate both its opportunities
and challenges in order to foster a rich culture of domestic devotion.
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1. Introduction

For those interested in pre-modern domestic life, the bed has rightfully generated intrigue.
As a central domestic furnishing and one of the most expensive items in the medieval home, the bed
demands attention. Focused primarily on England during the Later Middle Ages, recent scholarship
has explored the symbolic significance of the bed as a sign of one’s wealth, status, and moral worth
(French et al. 2016; Gilchrist 2017). Others have taken up the embodied experience of the bed by
examining its role in transforming the home into a ritual space (Brundin et al. 2018; Morgan 2017).
Building upon these previous studies, this essay will explore the role the bed played in Jewish domestic
piety in thirteenth-century Southern Germany. Unsurprisingly, there is general continuity between
Christian and Jewish ideas about the bed. The bed was a sign of one’s status and character, which
at the same time represented sexuality. In the Jewish community, these ideas inspired several rituals
that were organized around the domestic furnishing. While most scholarly discussion of the bed and
domestic piety has highlighted the comfort and privacy available to devotees in their beds, the Jewish
sources reveal an interest in engaging ritually with the domestic furnishing itself. The bed, though,
was not always receptive to the pious intentions of its owner. Thirteenth-century Hebrew sources
imagined the bed as a hub for domestic impurity, and some consequentially sought to distance sacred
objects and activities from it. Jewish discussions of the bed in Sefer Hasidim and contemporaneous
literature provide a case study of how medieval people navigated the simultaneous opportunities for
and challenges to piety embedded in their homes.

In everyday life, Jews and Christians would have used their beds very similarly. The most basic
use of the bed was, of course, for sleeping. Like their Christian neighbors, most Jewish households
would have had multiple family members sharing beds. The suffocation of children during the night
that resulted from sharing beds inspired rabbis, like their neighboring Christian leaders, to advocate
against the practice (Orme 2001, p. 78). The author of one Hebrew responsum wrote that “[i]f at
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all possible, it would be good if children would not sleep next to them [their mothers] once it
appears to them [their mothers] that they no longer need to sleep with them [their mothers] in the
bed” (Emanual 2012, vol. 2, p. 744; Baumgarten 2004, pp. 176–78). The author’s inclusion of the
phrase “if at all possible” ( ) highlights that sharing a bed in many homes was a result
of the economic impossibility of having multiple beds. Some texts suggest that the norm was for
gendered sleeping arrangements, with newborns staying with their mothers in the women’s bed
(Yacovavitz and Eliezeri 1936, p. 114). In more financially prosperous homes, however, there would
have been more than enough beds for everyone to sleep comfortably alone. Sleeping, though, was
not the only practical use of beds. Beds were an enshrined space for intimacy between spouses.
In addition to sexual intimacy, which both Jewish and Christian norms only permitted in bed, Hollie
L.S. Morgan has highlighted how beds and bedrooms facilitated verbal intimacy between spouses
(Morgan 2017, pp. 77–84). One exemplum from Sefer Hasidim describes, in a similar vein, a “scholar
who would speak with his wife in bed about matters until his wife mentioned attractive men and he did
not want to have sex until she spoke of other matters” (Sefer Hasidim Project 2015, Parma 3280H, 1908).
While this exemplum is framed as a warning about appropriate thoughts to have before sex, it reveals
how the bed was a place for intimate and substantive conversation between spouses.

More than these practical uses, recent work on the bed has emphasized the sheer variety of cultural
values tied up with it. French, Smith, and Stanbury, for example, describe the “range of familial,
emotional, and spiritual valences that accrued to this item of furniture” (French et al. 2016, p. 84). Such
associations have been revealed through the close reading of literary, visual, and economic sources.
They come out most clearly in various lifecycle events—such as birth, marriage, and death—in which
the bed played an important role. Yet, because the focus has been on late medieval beds in a Christian
context, a study of the Hebrew sources can supplement and nuance our understanding of this domestic
object. The overlap of ideas about the bed serves as a reminder that notions sometimes linked to
Christianity were, in fact, more ubiquitous in medieval Europe.

The texts to be discussed come primarily from Sefer Hasidim, a thirteenth-century collection of
Jewish law and lore attributed to Judah the Pious (1150–1217), who lived in Regensburg in Southern
Germany. Long considered to be the classical work of the Hasidei Ashkenaz, this work includes
scores of exempla that describe the realia of Jewish life in medieval Europe. While earlier scholarship
saw Sefer Hasidim as representative of an isolated school of Jewish thought and practice, more recent
scholarship has highlighted its importance for understanding the everyday lives and practices of Jews
in medieval Germany (Baumgarten 2014, pp. 214–19; Shyovitz 2017, pp. 4–7). Though Sefer Hasidim
contributes little to our understanding of the material make-up of Jewish beds, it frequently includes
them in exempla describing the conduct of pious individuals. As Elisheva Baumgarten argues, we
should read these sources not as expressions of a unique pietistic worldview of an independent sect but,
rather, “as a window onto the repertoire of Ashkenazic Jews who wished to elevate the practice of piety
in their lives”, specifically, in this context, through the use of their beds (Baumgarten 2014, p. 216).
The appearances of the bed in Sefer Hasidim thus reveal the diverse range of cultural significances
and uses of beds in the domestic life and piety of medieval German Jews. Unsurprisingly, though,
these Jewish notions about the bed reflect those already attributed by scholars to late medieval
Christian culture.

2. Jewish Beds: Ideas and Rituals

Likely the most consistent theme in the explorations of the bed has been its power to convey to
both domestic residents and visitors the prestige of its users. French, Smith, and Stanbury explain that
the “kind of bed one slept in reflected one’s identity and household position” (French et al. 2016, p. 63).
Servants, who generally either slept on cheap mats or crowded mattresses, would have been reminded
of their diminutive status each time they helped prepare their employer’s well-built bed. Laying eyes
upon their beds, visitors would similarly be forced to confront the prestige of their hosts. This signaling
was a natural outgrowth of the fact that the bed was generally one of the most expensive objects in the
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pre-modern home and was frequently included in dowries. A householder’s luxurious bed revealed
access to stores of wealth and/or valuable family connections. Penelope Eames has written about
how canopied beds specifically were “inseparably associated with prestige, honour, power, wealth
and privilege” (Eames 1977, p. 86). This would have been highlighted by the expensive fabrics and
bedding with which affluent medieval people decorated their beds.

Such a social impact of the bed is similarly reflected in Sefer Hasidim. One exemplum highlights
how the bed and its decorations signaled status to those both inside and outside of the home:

There was a story of a man who was a repairer of combs who became rich and the town leader
gave his daughter to this man’s son. [This man, though,] hung the tools of his profession
over his table and his bed and even though the town leader requested that he remove these
tools of his profession, he refused . . . The [newly] rich man explained “I hang the tools of
my previous profession before me so to remember the kindness that the Holy Blessed One
He did for me and I thank and praise God for the fact that He did good for me and gave
me wealth so that my heart will not grow haughty upon me. (Sefer Hasidim Project 2015,
Parma 3280H, 1030)

This exemplum depicts the bed—along with the table—as a domestic site with a special ability to
impart social status to both residents and visitors. Because of its importance, attaching symbols of a
humble past to the bed was simultaneously helpful to the newly rich man, who was fearful of pride,
and deeply troubling to his well-established in-laws, who were trying to maintain the public perception
of their status. An identical fear of lavish beds fostering arrogance was voiced a century later by
Christine de Pizan (1364–1430) in her instructions to noble women (Fresco 2003, p. 191). The personal
experience of this newly rich householder in bed reflects Glenn Burger’s assessment that the bed was
an “at once privileged and anxious location for self-identification” (Burger 2018, p. 114). Even though
the pious man most likely slept on a lavish bed like other wealthy individuals, this householder’s
bedroom was where he struggled to clarify for himself and his guests the contrast between his humble
origins and his new identity as an elite.

The bed’s function as a signal of status and wealth inspired certain pious practices to be organized
around the bed in Jewish communities. As part of the weekly preparations for the observance of
the Sabbath, medieval Jews made-up their beds as a way of honoring the holy day. In Sefer Hasidim,
distinguished bedroom items are the first ones mentioned in a long list of one pious man’s special
Shabbat decorations. The exemplum describes the “beautiful bed, chair, sheets and room” prepared
and designated specifically for the Sabbath (Sefer Hasidim Project 2015, Parma 3280H, 628). It was
these domestic objects that showcased the home as appropriately prepared and adorned for the holy
day. This interest in preparing the bed stemmed from a popular Talmudic teaching:

Rabbi Yossi bar Yehuda said: Two angels accompany a person from the synagogue to his
home, one good and one bad. When they arrive to his home and find a lit candle, a set table
and a made bed, the good angel pronounces, ‘let it be this way on the next Sabbath’ and the
bad angel is compelled to respond ‘Amen. (Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Shabbat 119b)

Building upon this myth, it was deemed important by some rabbinic voices for Jews to prepare their beds
each Friday evening as the Sabbath approached. Eleazar of Worms (1176–1238) instructed that on Friday
afternoon “close to the afternoon prayer, one should make-up the bed” (Elazar of Worms 1960, p. 37).
While rooted in the Talmud, the specific focus on the bed fits within its medieval European context
as well. Similar to late medieval householders who would decorate their bedrooms and beds when
welcoming visitors, Jews did the same for the Sabbath and its accompanying angels. One teaching
from Sefer Hasidim describes a man who, every Friday, would hurry “as one who heard that a queen
is coming to stay at his home” and “say to his servants, ‘Prepare the home, clear it and aggrandize
it. Prepare the beds because an honored one is coming” (Sefer Hasidim Project 2015, Bologna Print
1538, 149). Just like in the above-cited exemplum, in which the wealthy community member expected
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his new in-laws to have an appropriately adorned bed, the bed’s understood role as a signifier of
prestige ascribed to its adornment a privileged status when preparing to welcome in the Sabbath
and its accompanying angels. During somber lifecycle events, such as the death of a family member,
this same idea was reversed, as those in mourning were known to—according to the comments of a
student of Rabbi Yehiel of Paris (d. 1264)—“lie down on the ground and arrange their bedding and
sheets upon straw on the ground” (Yacovavitz and Eliezeri 1936, p. 113). In this way, the bed was a
means by which to ritually display the state and mood of the home.

Deeply linked to its importance for social status was the moral significance attributed to the bed
during the Middle Ages. Particularly, literary sources reveal how the bed “affirm[ed] in a fundamental
way status, standing, and reputation” (French et al. 2016, p. 63). Mary Carruthers explains that
English sources frequently describe “honest beds” that were believed to reflect well upon the dignity
of those who slept in them (Carruthers 2013, pp. 113–14). While not entirely independent of the
physical construction and decoration of one’s bed, the moral significance of the bed was rooted in
the idea of it. Above all else, the domestic furnishing represented the sanctity of marriage and the
honor of the entire household. This explains why, as Morgan notes, literary depictions of adultery
generally take place in beds (Morgan 2017, p. 158). It is there that the dishonor directed at the wronged
spouse and family is most emphatic. To impinge on a couple’s bed is to discredit their marriage and
(the husband’s) character.

A similar notion appears in the rabbinic tradition in the hope for a Mitah Shleimah or a
“complete bed”. This idea, which had its roots in the Talmud, was generally disconnected from
the physical object and instead focused on the idea of the bed. In an anonymous work attributed to the
students of Judah ben Samuel of Regensburg (1150–1217), one finds the term in use:

It is expounded in the Midrash: Why is the word “even also” (  ) used when describing
Abraham and Isaac? As it is written [Then I will remember my covenant with Jacob] and
even also my covenant with Isaac and even also my covenant with Abraham (Leviticus 26:42).
It was written as such because the progeny of Abraham and Isaac angered the Holy Blessed
One, yet Jacob had a complete bed. (Stal 2009, p. 98)

This teaching builds on the idea that the quality of one’s offspring reflects the piety of their progenitors.
Unlike Abraham and Isaac, who each begot one deviant child, Jacob’s children were all deemed to be
righteous; therefore, their father is said to have had a complete bed. In this way, the moral quality of
a family—both parents and children—was wrapped up in perceptions of the bed. A contemporary
elucidation of the famed Biblical commentary of Shlomo Yitzchaki (1040–1105), better known as
Rashi, connects this idea to Jacob’s physical bed. Discussing the scene in Genesis 28:11 in which an
on-the-run Jacob collects stones upon which to sleep, Rashi suggests that God fused the plentitude
stones together as Jacob slept. A thirteenth-century supercommentary explains that this was done to
indicate to Jacob that, even though he would have four wives, all his children would be righteous.
The commentator wrote that Jacob “took numerous stones and they became one as a hint that Jacob
would have a complete bed.”1 Here, we see this same idea of the bed representing honor, but it is
rooted in Jacob’s actual bed. The fused stones upon which Jacob slept are understood as an indicator
of the righteousness of his future family. Similar to Christian scholars, Jews saw a respectable bed as a
sign of honor and stability.

These moral implications of the bed inspired requests for this idealized “complete bed” at certain
liturgical moments. While going to sleep each night, Jews prayed that their beds might be deemed
“complete” before God (Goldshmidt 2004, vol. 1, p. 162). This request simultaneously carries the
hope that not only will one be free of impurifying seminal emissions during the night but also—as

1 Asher ben Jehiel and Samuel ha-Levi ibn Yuli. 1986. Sefer Hadar Zek. . New York: ha-Makhon le-hafatsat perushe ba ale
ha-Tosafot al ha-Torah. p. 64

10



Religions 2019, 10, 471

the broader context of the prayer suggests—that God will lead the devotee down the path of morals
and piety. Though this aspiration grew out of the idea rather than the physical construction of the
bed, it was verbalized in the actual bed and thus could not be separated from the domestic object.
This phrase may have also been used to bless relationships. One Hebrew folktale describes how a
father walked in on his daughter asleep in bed with a man. When he noticed a sword lying between
the lovers though, he recognized that no misdeed had occurred and that the young man “acted solely
out of their love”. Speaking to both parties asleep in bed together, the father declared “May your bed
( ) be complete before the God of Israel” (Kushelevsky et al. 2017, pp. 294–95). While not a ritual
per se, this was a blessing for the couple. The father referred to the bed both to note the honor of their
relationship thus far and to give well-wishes for its future. Such notions were not foreign to Christian
practice. Many Christian wedding ceremonies included blessings of the new couple’s marital bed in
the hope of setting them off in the right direction (Rivard 2009, p. 14). These practices all show how
the interlocking of ideas about honor with the bed generated ritual interaction with the physical beds
residing in every home.

While these cultural associations with the bed are found in Hebrew literature, the most dominant
idea linked with the bed by Jews of the High Middle Ages was sex. Such an association is unsurprising
given its parallel pervasiveness in Christian culture. Morgan explains that “the concept of the bed in
late medieval cultural imagination had inherent sexual meanings, even when sex was far from the
bedfellows’ minds” (Morgan 2017, p. 146). This is a natural result of the bed being the only place
deemed appropriate for sexual relations among both Jews and Christians. Looking at the bed, one could
not but reflexively see sex (Duby 1988, pp. 62–63). This link manifested itself linguistically. In Hebrew
sources, the primary means for referring to sex is the euphemism Tashmish HaMittah, or ‘service of
the bed’. Particularly in Sefer Hasidim, a text abundantly concerned with sexuality, one is constantly
confronting this linguistic overlap. A similar semantic link is evident in Middle English literature from
the fourteenth century in which—like in modern English—the verb “to bedde” refers to having sex.

This association in Jewish thought contributed to several bedside pieties concerning sexual purity.
As has been well documented, the Jewish ritual literature of medieval Ashkenaz encouraged anxiety
about menstruating women (Koren 2011, pp. 43–62; Baumgarten 2014, pp. 21–50). These fears
manifested themselves in precautions taken to maintain distance between a man and his menstruating
wife. Because the most serious prohibition concerned having sex during the menstrual period, these
fears reached fever pitch when spouses were together in bed. The sexualization of the bed generated
an assumption that being together in bed could not but result in coitus. To prevent sin, some rabbis
demanded that spouses deviate from the usual practice of sleeping in the nude and repose fully dressed
during the period of impurity. Others went even farther and expected spouses to sleep in separate
beds. An exemplum from Sefer Hasidim displays how these changes could be a form of domestic piety:

There was once a pious man who would not lie on his bed each night that his wife was a
menstruant. Rather, he would either sit or recline and sleep. For he said, ‘If I lie on my bed
comfortably, I will find myself sleeping a lot and perhaps I will have a seminal emission.
Rather, I will sleep without a pillow and in discomfort so that I will not have an emission.
(Sefer Hasidim Project 2015, Parma 3280H, 48)

In this exemplum, the protagonist’s adjusted conduct in bed was a form of piety. Because of the
sexualization of the bed, he was hyper cognizant of his conduct in bed and deviated from normal
domestic activity when sex was not permitted. By altering his sleeping position as well as his bedding,
his sexual drive could be kept in check even when in bed. Such domestic precautions taken during the
menstrual period made up an important portion of Jewish domestic piety (Baumgarten 2014, pp. 27, 33;
Karras 2017, pp. 101–2).

In understanding the ideas and practices of the bed, the gendered aspects of the furnishing cannot
be ignored. Much of the recent scholarship has emphasized that, in many contexts, the bed was
gendered female (Duby 1988, pp. 62–63; Morgan 2017, pp. 181–88). This was a natural result of
women frequently bringing the bed into the marriage as part of their dowry and maintaining it as
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part of their domestic duties. According to the Talmud, one of the wife’s numerous conjugal duties
is to prepare the bed (Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Ketuvot 59b). Elazar of Worms praised the piety
and character of his daughter by referencing how she “made my bed and removed my shoes each
evening” (Haberman 1945, p. 166). The gendered nature of making the bed suggests that those piously
preparing the bed before the Sabbath were almost certainly women. A sense of gendered ownership
of the bed is also reflected in the above exemplum about the man who piously distanced himself
from the bed while his wife was menstruating (Sefer Hasidim Project 2015, Parma 3280H, 48). In this
case, the bed was understood to belong to the woman’s domain. The woman’s impurity extended
itself onto the bed, and the man was expected to deviate his conduct relative to this female space.
A similar sense of ownership was on display in Jewish rituals after the birth of a child, in which
postpartum mothers were sequestered to their beds (Baumgarten 2004, pp. 101–2). Yet, this does not
mean that beds held strictly female significance. The Hebrew folktale that references the idea of a
‘complete bed’ emphasizes with its use of the plural Mitatkhem that the bed belonged to both spouses
(Kushelevsky et al. 2017, pp. 294–95). It was their shared future marriage that the father implicitly
blessed. Similarly, in the exemplum about preparing for the Sabbath, it was the man who came in and
called for the beds to be prepared in honor of the Sabbath (Sefer Hasidim Project 2015, Bologna Print
1538, 149). While women were almost certainly those who prepared the actual bed, men still had a
stake in the practices organized around it. The man’s investment, though, was primarily in the ideas
that the bed represented. For him, a prepared bed signified a dignified marriage, family prestige, and a
patriarchally organized domestic life. In both daily life and ritual, though, the women were the ones
primarily engaged with the actual domestic furnishing.

3. Object of Filth: Jewish Perceptions of the Bed as Impure

While there is general continuity between Jewish and Christian perceptions of and practices relating
to the bed, Sefer Hasidim assigns an impurity to the bed that is less pronounced in Christian sources.
Because pietistic literature is known to be exceptionally concerned with purity, it is unsurprising
that discussions about the impurities hiding in the bed are scattered throughout Sefer Hasidim
(Shyovitz 2017, pp. 164–71). Some of the ideas are simple reformulations of notions originally stated in
earlier rabbinic texts. One such teaching instructs that one should not store food under the bed, “because
the spirit of impurity resides there” (Sefer Hasidim Project 2015, Parma 3280H, 376).2 Yet, this idea is
carried forward when the bed is compared to “an instrument of filthiness” (Sefer Hasidim Project 2015,
Bologna Print 1538, 815). This association of the bed with impurity explains a unique rabbinic dictate
about interior decoration: “Whoever resides in a town in which they are renting out a building in
which to live, he should not establish a prayer space in a room in which there was previously the bed
of a gentile” (Sefer Hasidim Project 2015, Parma 3280H, 535). While the main concern was almost
certainly the bygone gentile residency in the home, the text focuses its anxiety on the bed out of all the
potential domestic goods because of its association with impurity. The bed was deemed to be a hub
and amplifier of domestic impurity.

This perception stemmed partially from the bed’s varied cultural associations with the chief
impurities: sex and death. It was already explored above how medieval people sexualized the bed,
but both Christians and Jews also linked it to death (French et al. 2016, pp. 75–83). In Sefer Hasidim
and other Hebrew texts, the same word, Mittah, is used to refer to both beds and to coffins. In this
way, Jews—in a certain sense—entered their coffins each night and were placed in their beds upon
their death. Because medieval people understood sleep as a quasi-form of death, that the coffin and
the bed shared terminology was entirely natural. The association could only then be amplified by the
commonality of dying while asleep in one’s bed. With such ideas hovering in the background, it is
unsurprising that both Jews and Christians felt some apprehensions about the bed.

2 For the rabbinic formulation of this idea, see Babylonian Talmud, Pesachim 112a and Babylonian Talmud Bava Batra 58a.
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Even more influential than these cultural associations, though, was the most common explanation
for the impurity of the bed: the bodily fluids that were known to congregate there. Semen and flatulence
were all believed to endanger one’s purity and were assumed to be hiding in the bed. Worried about
such residue, Sefer Hasidim describes a “pious one for whom it was accustomed that whenever he
would sleep or cohabit, he would wear a particular cloak. For he would say lest some semen stick
to it [my general cloak] when I go to synagogue” (Sefer Hasidim Project 2015, Parma 3280H, 1063).
This pious man was not concerned with the mere associations between the bed and sex but, rather, with
the very tangible impurity, namely semen, which he assumed resided in the object. While especially
emphatic in Sefer Hasidim, this concern with the impurity of semen in particular has a long history in
Jewish culture and should not be understood as a unique pietistic concern (Shyovitz 2017, pp. 173–74).
This protagonist developed his own domestic piety by which to protect himself from the semen and
other impurities hiding throughout his home in places such as the outhouse and the bed. Another
ruling warns about the impurity of the bed, which stemmed from the fact that “there is semen and a
person flatulates in bed” (Sefer Hasidim Project 2015, Parma 3280H, 7). Because of the activities that
happen there, namely sex and sleep, the bed in Sefer Hasidim was assumed to be infested with the
fluids excreted during those bodily processes.

Beyond being a literary trope, the impurity of the bed impacted how domestic devotion
was practiced in the medieval Jewish home. One exemplum from Sefer Hasidim displays the
thirteenth-century perspective on the status of the bed and how it impacted domestic devotion:

Two people were removing books from a large chest. One placed the books on a bed on
which man and women lie and the other placed them on the floor. The one who placed
them on the bed said: “Why do you dishonor the books by putting them on the floor?” to
which the other responded: “You disgrace the Torah by placing them on a bed where man
and his wife cohabit. The ground is pure and I do not have a cloth to put on the ground.”
The first man said in response: “But don’t people read the Shema [in bed] with his wife
next to him? And words of Torah do not become impurified.” The second man responded:
“This is true while they have still not had sex, but if the remnant of semen is on his body or
on his clothing or on the sheets upon which he lies, he will not read [the Shema]. Further,
in reading there is not impurification—as it says: ‘Are not these words like fire?’—but to
place [books] on something that has semen without it being laundered, that is a disgrace.”
(Sefer Hasidim Project 2015, Parma 3280H, 640)

This constructed dialogue about the status of the bed highlights the roots of medieval Jewish perceptions
of its impurity. The voice critical of allowing presumably sacred books to touch the bed began by
rooting such an opinion in the sexualization of the bed but quickly transitioned to the issue of the
semen left behind after sex. As our sources have suggested, the bed’s impurity was both a function of
the activities and fluids one could find in it. Yet, the concluding claim that piety was acceptable only in
recently laundered beds highlights that lingering bodily fluids were the root concern.

This exemplum, though, also highlights how domestic life could hamper attempts to bring the
sacred into the home. The understanding that the bed was the natural home to both sex and its
accompanying excretions meant that this central domestic furnishing could not interact with sacred
objects. Other rulings emphasize this same point. One prohibits the placement of books on beds because
of the semen and flatulence assumed to be present (Sefer Hasidim Project 2015, Parma 3280H, 7).
Another chastises a person for storing a bed right next to a Torah scroll (Sefer Hasidim Project 2015,
Parma 3280H, 1633a). While recent work on domestic piety has emphasized how books and sacred
objects were brought into the homes to foster domestic devotion (Brundin et al. 2018, p. 314), these
rulings reveal how they could be deemed an unnatural fit with certain aspects of the medieval
home. According to these teachings, beds were unreceptive to the sacred. This notion is integral
to understanding pre-modern domestic piety, because unlike outhouses, which would have been
segregated from domestic life, in most homes, the bed was a central and unavoidable domestic
furnishing. Notable, as well, is that this inhospitality was not the result of some extenuating
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circumstances but, rather, of the regular use of the bed for sex between spouses. Medieval Jews were
not expected to be abstinent but, rather, to be aware of the hurdles that regular domestic life placed
before their pious pursuits. Unless it was recently laundered, the bed was assumed to be a site of
impurity that repelled the sacred objects with which medieval Jews practiced their domestic piety.

4. Bedtime Prayers in the Medieval Bed

Unlike books and Torah scrolls, which could simply be kept away from beds, the Jewish
bedtime ritual was, by its nature, forced to actively confront the impurities emanating from the bed.
As a devotional practice whose most natural home was the bed itself, this ritual provides a case study
of the challenges high medieval Jews faced when bringing piety into the domestic space. Jewish
bedtime rituals all reference back to Deuteronomy 6:6–7, which commands the following: “Take to
heart these instructions with which I charge you this day. Impress them upon your children. Recite
them when you stay at home and when you are away, when you lie down and when you get up.”
These verses are understood to obligate the recitation of this very section of the Bible—known as, the
Shema—at both the morning and evening services, as well as before bed each night. “Rabbi Joshua ben
Levi said: Even though one recited the Shema in the synagogue, it is a commandment to do so on one’s
bed” (Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Berakhot 4b). Throughout the Talmud, this practice is understood
variously: as a genuine ritual obligation, as an attempt to foster positive thoughts before bed, and as a
form of protection during the night. These prayers—along with most other Ashkenazi prayers—were
codified into the European Jewish liturgy via the writings of Amram Gaon (d. 875) and were accepted as
normative in the Ashkenaz community throughout the Middle Ages (Israel Ta-Shma 1992, p. 311–14).

In the Talmud, it was recognized that reciting prayers in one’s bed could be complicated by the
realities of domestic life. Due to the prohibition on reciting certain prayers in the presence of a naked
body, the pre-modern practice of sleeping in the nude in shared beds endangered one’s ability to
say the bedtime Shema. The Talmudic rabbis argued about whether one was permitted to recite this
bedtime prayer when sharing a bed with a spouse, children, or others (Babylonian Talmud, Tractate
Berakhot, 24a). By the Middle Ages, it was agreed that one was permitted to do so as long as certain
precautions were taken. A common instruction, here authored by the late thirteenth-century Rabbi
Hayim Eliezer ben Yitzchak, concludes that:

Two people who are sleeping in one bed should not recite the Shema unless there is a sheet
between them. And if his wife is sleeping in bed with him, he should turn his face away and
recite; our teacher Eliezer of Worms required additionally the separation via a sheet with
one’s wife. (Isaac ben Moses of Vienna and Hayyim ben Isaac 2010, vol. 1, p. 126)

These guidelines required that bedfellows separate themselves with bedding so as not to see one
another’s genitalia when reciting their prayers. With one’s wife, one was encouraged to look away
entirely. Though these practical precautions allowed bedfellows to circumvent the prohibition of
reciting prayers in the presence of an uncovered body, a contemporary text from Italy still warns that
one must be vigilant lest a spouse’s mere presence inspire sensual thoughts during one’s prayer. After
listing nearly identical precautions to those cited above, the text explains that “it is appropriate for a
fearer of heaven to be cautious when reciting the Shema on his bed if his wife is there with him lest he
be taken by licentious fantasies” (Moshe ben Yekutiel 1973, p. 192). Clearly, the realities of sharing a
bed were recognized to be a potential obstacle to the appropriate practice of piety.

The impurities believed to reside in the bed similarly impacted the performance of bedtime rituals.
Starting in the Talmud, it was assumed by nearly every ritual text that bedtime prayers would be
recited in one’s bed. In the oldest manuscripts of Mahzor Vitry, a foundation stone of Ashkenaz liturgy
compiled at the start of the twelfth century, it is instructed that “when one enters one’s bed to sleep,
one must recite the Shema” (Goldshmidt 2004, vol. 1, p. 162). Because it is a prayer that is believed to
protect the devotee while he or she is asleep, its choreographical placement in one’s bed while falling
asleep is entirely natural. Given the impurities associated with the bed, though, this generated some
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tension. Some saw it as inappropriate to say prayers in a bed stained with semen or other bodily
fluids. In the above-cited exemplum from Sefer Hasidim, one character explains that “if the remnant
of semen is on his body or on his clothing or on the sheets upon which he lies, he should not read
[the Shema]” (Sefer Hasidim Project 2015, Parma 3280H, 640). Such a ruling is unsurprising given the
frequent concern in pietistic literature about praying in cleanliness. This same concern about potential
impurities found in the bed likely inspired the instruction found in Mahzor Vitry directing one to
cleanse before reciting the bedtime prayer. Goldschmidt notes that nearly every manuscript opens the
section for the bedtime Shema by instructing that “[w]hen one goes to sleep, one should cleanse and
purify and then recite the Shema” (Goldshmidt 2004, vol. 1, p. 162). Especially because one was likely
to have sex before going to sleep, it was deemed important to wash off any potential contaminants
accrued while in bed before reciting these prayers.

Some, though, went even further and deemed saying the prayer merely in the presence of one’s
bed a problem. Sefer HaTadir, penned by the thirteenth-century Italian Rabbi Moses ben Yekutiel, deals
extensively with the issues that arise when reciting prayers in one’s bed. Similar to many other ritual
texts, he outlined how one can navigate properly reciting prayers even when surrounded by one’s
naked spouse and children. Though, like others, he ultimately assumed that the prayer would be said
in one’s bed, he included an exemplum that reflects a clear ideal that it not be. He wrote the following:

I saw that one of the scholars of the generation had in his home a synagogue and every
night when he would want to go to sleep he would go specifically from the room of his bed
(  ) to recite the Shema in the synagogue in order that he would recite it in purity
and in cleanliness. Appropriate for him was the honor of having a synagogue to protect his
home from demons. Who is such a great nation that has such righteous laws and statutes?
Happy are the people who have it so! (Moshe ben Yekutiel 1973, p. 192)

According to this text, the ideal was to not recite the bedtime prayer in one’s bedroom, being that it
was assumed to be impossible to say it there in “purity and cleanliness”. That this was a function of
the general association of the bed with impurity is made clear by the emphasis that this pious man ran
away not from his generic bedroom but, from his “room of the bed” (  ). It was the bed that
was at the heart of this concern for purity. He, like other Italian rabbinic figures, was likely influenced
by pietistic teachings when formulating this ideal that understood the bed as impure.

Though not as clearly attributed to impurity, other texts codify a similar separation between prayers
and the bed. In one manuscript of Mahzor Vitry, according to Goldschmidt’s apparatus, the Talmudic
guidelines that bedtime prayers be said in the bed were replaced with instructions that the Shema be
said when “one enters one’s home to sleep” (Goldshmidt 2004, vol. 1, p. 162). This decentralizing of
the bed is unexplained, and the language does not seem to have a precedent. In Leket Yosher, a work that
collects the customs of Israel Isserlein (1390–1460), one finds a strict formulation by which the Shema is
said outside of one’s bed: “Someone who forgot to recite the bedtime Shema, if he remembers before
falling asleep he must arise from his bed and recite it” (Joseph ben Moshe 2010, vol. 1, pp. 94, 95).
According to this teaching, one should not say the Shema in one’s bed and must go so far as to actively
extricate himself from it in order to recite the bedtime prayer. Though neither of these passages
mentions the impurity of the bed, it is likely that the changes were inspired by the realities of the
pre-modern bedroom, including bodily fluids and naked bedfellows. It is clear that the norm was for
the Shema to be recited in bed, yet these sources—when taken in conjunction with the anxieties around
the bed—may indicate an underlying desire to distance the ritual from the bed.

This idea that prayers should be kept away from the bed seems to be more prevalent in Hebrew
texts from the High Middle Ages, but it was not entirely absent from Christian practice. Peter Damian
(1007–1072) recorded two cautionary tales about a sick priest and a pilgrim who recited the Compline
service—a form of bedtime prayer–while lying in their beds and were punished for such misconduct
(Damian 1983, vol. 3, p. 130–31). Similarly, high medieval works from both England and France
encourage devotees to sprinkle holy water on the bed when reciting bedtime prayers, as if to purify
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it before transforming it into a ritual space.3 Later, in the fifteenth century, Florentine Girolamo
Savonarola (1452–98) explicitly warned about the polluted nature of the bedroom and advised against
praying there (Trexler 1991, p. 160). Though not as explicit as in Sefer Hasidim, these Christian bedtime
instructions point to a wider recognition of the potential devotional challenges posed by the bed.

5. Conclusions

The diverse ideas and practices with which high medieval Jews linked their beds further validates
the recent work on the centrality of the bed to pre-modern culture and domestic piety. As full members
of medieval European society, Jews shared their Christian neighbors’ appreciation for the import of the
bed and used it to inform their own domestic rituals. These Hebrew sources emphasize the previous
observation of the sheer variety of meanings that the bed accrued in pre-modern culture. In Jewish
homes, the bed simultaneously signified the wealth and dignity of a family while also representing
sexuality and domestic impurity. This diversity of connotations also influenced how beds were used
for piety. The domestic furnishing provided not just comfort but also the context for the observance of
sexual norms and important liturgical ideas, as well as a canvas upon which to display one’s reverence
for holy days. Such multifunctionality of the bed with respect to piety extended to the entire home.
The home was not merely a neutral space in which ritual was performed but, rather, an environment
with which ritual actively engaged. Especially in the Jewish tradition, which mandated the observance
of numerous rituals in the domestic sphere, ritual interacted in diverse ways with the various features
of the home.

Yet, the Jewish concern with the potential impurities embedded within the bed highlights how
domestic objects could pose a challenge to domestic devotion. Beds were not neutral objects; they were
impacted by the activities performed in them and exerted influence over the environment in which
they resided. The Jewish bed’s ability to accumulate domestic impurity and project it outwards onto
the rituals and objects with which it came into contact is an example of the agency of pre-modern
objects explored by Roberta Gilchrist and others (Gilchrist 2017, p. 216–17). Although beds offered a
private space in which householders could feel comfortable while practicing their domestic devotions,
beds could also repulse residents who were all too aware of the contaminants that lay beneath their
covers. This evidence serves as a useful counterpoint to some recent interpretations in the literature
that have construed the bed as a “religious object with a similar function to a set of rosary beads”
(Morgan 2017, p. 47). This observation, though, holds true for the entire home, as impurities similar to
those found in the bed existed throughout the domestic sphere. David Shyovitz highlights this when
he describes how pietistic literature was especially concerned with impurities that could be passed to
devotees via their children (Shyovitz 2017, p. 165). Where is one more likely to interact with children
than in one’s home? When thinking about domestic piety, then, it is essential to remember that the
home was not a blank slate upon which piety could simply be overlaid, as some understandings of
domestic religion have suggested. It was a complicated maze whose contours had to be navigated so
that ritual and the sacred could reside alongside the banalities and filth that characterized much of
domestic life.

The potential disruptiveness of domestic life was already recognized in the eleventh century
by Heloise when she warned Abelard about the impossibility of achieving their scholarly goals in
a domestic context. She asks: “Scholars and nursemaids, writing desks and cradles, a book and a
distaff, a pen and a spindle—what harmony can there be in that?” (Abelard and Héloïse 2007, p. 15).
Recent work on domestic devotion makes clear that Heloise’s concerns in no way prevented piety
from taking root in the home. Nevertheless, the people, objects, and activities that made the home
bustle provided opportunities as well as challenges to those who wanted to turn their homes into

3 See Bibliothèque nationale de France, Françaises, MS 1802, 85r; Bibliothèque nationale de France, Nouvelles acquisitions
françaises, MS 5232, 182r. Hollie L.S. Morgan offers an alternative interpretation of this practice (Morgan 2017, pp. 96–97).
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ritual spaces. It was this multidimensional character of the home that shaped how domestic devotion
was performed. As a centerpiece of the pre-modern home, the bed exemplifies this complicated
relationship between domestic life and piety. Their rich cultural significance inspired rituals, whereas
their practical use occasionally repelled them. Further study of domestic piety requires a keen focus on
how medieval people were able to synthesize their devotions with the potentially disruptive realities
of their domestic life.
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Abstract: Eagerly venerated and able to perform miracles, medieval relics and religious artefacts
in the Latin West would occasionally also be subject to sensorial and tactile devotional practices.
Evidenced by various reports, artefacts were grasped and stroked, kissed and tasted, carried and
pulled. For medieval Norway, however, there is very little documentary and/or physical evidence
of such sensorial engagements with religious artefacts. Nevertheless, two church inventories for
the parish churches in Hålandsdalen (1306) and Ylmheim (1321/1323) offer a small glimpse of what
may have been a semi-domestic devotional practice related to sculpture, namely the embellishing
of wooden sculptures in parish churches with silver bracelets and silver brooches. According to
wills from England and the continent, jewellery was a common material gift donated to parishes by
women. Such a practice is likely to have been taking place in Norway, too, yet the lack of coherent
source material complicate the matter. Nonetheless, using a few preserved objects and archaeological
finds as well as medieval sermons, homiletic texts and events recorded in Old Norse sagas, this article
teases out more of the significances of the silver items mentioned in the two inventories by exploring
the interfaces between devotional acts, decorative needs, and possibly gendered experiences, as well
as object itineraries between the domestic and the religious space.

Keywords: holy crosses; wooden crucifixes; pendants; silver arm rings; parish churches; gift-giving;
popular piety; devotional practices

1. Introduction

In the Middle Ages, people’s engagement with sculptures took many forms. Sculptures, as well
as manuscript pages, relics and reliquaries, could be grasped, stroked, kissed and tasted; at times they
were felt as becoming living flesh under the hands of the devout (Freedberg 1989; Bynum 2011; Rosler
et al. 2013) and they could be dressed and undressed (Trexler 1991; Genovese 2011). Sculptures, and in
particular crucifixes, could also act themselves (Tripps 2000; Kopania 2010). Appearing to be animated,
they took on a “practical mediatory role ( . . . ) in the social process” (Gell 1998, p. 6) and participated
in a phenomenological animation, that is the animation which takes place in the beholder’s response
to and encounter with them (Lohfert Jørgensen 2017, p. 266; also see Pongratz-Leisten and Sonik
2015). Regardless of perceived animations, however, sculptures were at times recipients of precious
accessories, often as the result of a pious bequest (Marks 2004; French 2008). Although source material
for people’s engagements with sculptures in medieval Norway is very scant, such bequests are possibly
what are referenced in two unique documents from the fourteenth-century, namely the inventories
from the parish churches of Hålandsdalen (1306) and Ylmheim (1321, additions from 1323).

Hålandsdalen (today Holdhus) and Ylmheim (today Ølmheim) were both under the jurisdiction
of Bjørgvin bishopric and situated at the western coast of Norway, yet more than 200 kilometres apart.
Unfortunately, none of the churches for which the inventories were made are preserved; the present
churches date from 1726 and 1863 respectively (Hoff 1997). However, as words have outlived the
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monuments, we can appreciate matchless windows into the contemporary medieval parish church
interior. Commencing with the liturgical textiles, the inventories list chasubles, alba, antependia
(frontals), dossals and altar cloths—in fact, the entire choir of Hålandsdalen was filled with textiles,
ræflum and tioldum.1 Church bells, liturgical bells, censers, chalices and corpora follow suit as well as
candlesticks, crosses, bearskins and liturgical manuscripts such as missals, manuals, psalters and vitae.
The inventories largely converge, but there are more items of each category in Ylmheim and a slight
variation in the number of paintings and sculptures. However, the object from Hålandsdalen described
as “one large cross with Mary and John with six silver rings, three on each arm, and one silver brooch”
(DN 21, 7) is matched in Ylmheim by “a cross dressed in pæll with two silver rings around the waist
and six around the arms” (DN 15, 8).2

The early fourteenth-century compilers recorded virtually all the churches’ possessions through
brief descriptions, yet also included more qualitative judgements such as the weight of the censer (ærtog
fa[t]t a .vii. aura3), the different size and age of the manuscripts (small, old) and the different fabrics
(pellz, camelot, fustane4) and colours (red and green) of the liturgical textiles. One of the antependia is
even characterized as useless. Moreover, both inventories disclose a detail—and possibly a related
devotional act—namely the embellishing of crucifixes and sculptures with silver bracelets and silver
brooches. Although these descriptions are brief, it is intriguing that the only fourteenth-century church
inventories which have been conserved for posterity both mention crucifixes with silver arm rings (silfr
spongum). Furthermore, these are the only instances of such wording in the entire corpus of preserved
medieval documents from Norway, and indeed Scandinavia.

The last decade has seen an increasing interest in medieval inventories and other documents
listings things. They are valuable sources for the reconstruction of collections now lost or dispersed
(Keane 2016) and they can reveal a number of cultural practises involving material culture such as
debt-collection (Smail 2016), the supply of artistic materials (Kirby et al. 2010), gift-giving (Algazi
et al. 2003) and pious bequests (Smith et al. 2001; French 2008). The brevity of the inventories from
Hålandsdalen and Ylmheim, however, complicates the matter; apart from noting the presence of the
silver items, they are silent about their appearance and function. Were the arm rings an integral part
of the sculpture from the time of its execution, or were they later additions? Were they placed as
embellishments, votive gifts, or heirlooms? Or, were they placed on the crucifix in order to create a
portable amulet which could be relocated from the religious to secular or domestic sphere when needed?

This article aims to reach a better understanding of the bracelets and the brooch by analysing
preserved crucifixes and related material culture as well as examining how the possession of religious
object in households and the care for objects in local churches are portrayed in saga literature, normative
texts and wills. Comparing the finds from early fourteen-century Norway with devotion to the cross
and crucifixes, patterns of pious bequests and the laity’s engagement in parish churches in England
and on the continent allows for further assumptions about the silver items. The comparison appears
particularly appropriate if the silver items are considered to be acts of domestic devotion; not, however,
in the form of devotions carried out in a private home (Brundin et al. 2018; Corry et al. 2018), but as a way
the laity would integrate themselves into parish communities through domestic and secular objects.

1 Ræflum/refil is a rectangular, horizontally cut textile often with iconographical motifs; tioldum/tjeld are textiles hang on the
wall in larger pieces.

2 “Jtem æin kross stor cum mari et Johanne med sex silfr spongum þriar vm huarn arm ok [æ]in silfr sylgia” and “Jtem æinn
kross klædr med ok pæll tuæimr silfr spongum vm mitt ok vi vm armanna.”

3 Eight öre but one örtug. Öre = 1/8 mark and örtug = 1/24 mark. In 1287, one mark = 214.3 g, cf. Nils Ludvig Rasmussen,
“Mark” in Kulturhistorisk leksikon for nordisk middelalder (KLNM) Vol.11:424 and Swen Owe Jansson, “Vikt” in KLNM, Vol. 20:
58 (Karker et al. 1956–1978).

4 Pellz/pell probably refers to silk fabrics; camelot refers to a woven fabric that might have originally been made of camel or
goat’s hair, and fustane is a fabric made of cotton.
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2. Crucifixes and Crosses in Medieval Norway

When the vicar Nils Sverdrup made an inspection par curiosité of the then damaged cathedral in
Hamar in 1707, he revealed that the cathedral’s crucifix had a cavity in Christ’s head and swamp-like
material in the area around the eyes (Hamar-krøniken 1937, pp. 90–91). These features—interpreted by
Sverdrup as pia fraus, a pious fraud—testify to a sculpture able to cry, possibly serving as a prop in
liturgical plays. The tears may also have been sought for healing of ailments, meaning the crucifix
functioned in analogous manner to the more famous miracle-working crucifix in Røldal (c.1250)
(Figure 1). Purportedly sweating during Midsummer, the Røldal crucifix caused pilgrims to flock to
the mountain church to touch it with linen cloths (Bondevik 1935; Blindheim 2004b).

 
Figure 1. Crucifix from Røldal. Polychrome oak, c.1250. Røldal church. Photo: Svein Nord/Grind.

Triumphal crosses could also work miracles. Although no actual miracles are actually recorded,
the large Triumphal Cross (c.1200) in the Borre parish church was a tremendously popular pilgrimage
site in medieval Norway (Figure 2). The cross received testamentary gifts (DN 11, 41) and was among
the holy crosses mentioned as sites that Queen Margrethe (d.1412) wanted to be visited on her behalf
after her death, according to a letter from 1405 (Jørgensen 1909, p. 39; Blindheim 2004b). Allegedly, the
Borre cross had relics in the form of pieces from the True Cross inserted in the crossing of its wooden
structure (Hohler 1994), thus it would be most efficient in bestowing the medieval creation with the
features of its holy prototype (Fisher 2006, p. 49).5

5 Apart from the two crucifixes in Hamar and Røldal and the Borre cross, there is also a cavity on top of the head and incised
tear channels in the figure of St Anne in the late medieval imported sculpture group of Virgin and Child with St Anne (c.1520,
of unknown original display, now preserved at the Museum of Cultural Heritage, Oslo), betraying agencies similar to the
ones ascribed to the crucifix from Hamar. This perceived animation, however obviously post-date the kinds of devotional
activities considered for this essay.
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Figure 2. Triumphal Cross from Borre. Polychrome oak, c.1200. Oslo, Museum of Cultural History, Inv.
No. C6130. Photo: Ann-Christine Eek (CC BY-SA 4.0).

Although the crucifixes from Hålandsdalen and Ylmheim are not preserved, more than 100
crucifixes made in Norway between c.1150 and c.1350 are still extant (Blindheim 1998; Blindheim 2004a;
Brendalsmo et al. 2001). Some of these are still in situ, and others are in museum collections. Differing
in style, material and iconography as well as in the amount of gilding and polychromy, they all share
the feature of not comprising silver arm rings or other kinds of jewellery. Moreover, due to repainting
and even replacement of arms, they hardly betray any traces of such accessories. The crucifix from Dal
(c.1225–50) is remarkable in having shoes, a belt with a buckle, gloves and bracelets all painted in red
bolus with black contours; the bracelet on Christ’s right arm is both carved and painted (Figure 3). A
mutilated crucifix from Sandeid has traces of similar decoration, one bracelet around the arm and one
around the wrist. (Figure 4). The crucifix from Aulstad (c.1250) could be indicative, too. Placed within
a circular frame, the Christ figure has one cut in the elbow area on each arm, which may correspond to
the position of actual silver rings, although differing from the carved or painted bracelets in the Christ
figures from Dal and Sandeid (Figure 5).

 
Figure 3. Crucifix from Dal. Polychrome oak. Polychrome oak, 1225–50. Oslo, Museum of Cultural
History, Inv. No. C6130. Photo: Eirik Irgens Johnsen (CC BY-SA 4.0).

22



Religions 2019, 10, 640

 
Figure 4. Crucifix from Sandeid. Polychrome birch, 1225–1250. Bergen, University Museum. Photo:
Ørnulf Hjort-Sørensen (CC BY-SA 4.0).

Figure 5. Crucifix from Aulstad. Polychrome oak, 1200–1220. Oslo, Museum of Cultural History, Inv.
No. C33287. Photo: Erik Irgens Johnsen (CC BY-SA 4.0).

The Sandeid crucifix also wears carved shoes and there are remnants of metallic shoes on the
crucifix from Gjerstad (Jernæs 2016, p. 14). Shoes also appear on a handful of crucifixes from medieval
Sweden, namely Säterbo, Kiaby, Linde, Anga and Stenkumla (Blindheim 1986, p. 84). Moreover, a
crucifix in Kliplev in Denmark, referred to as St Saviour in Queen Margrethe’s letter, but only known
from post-medieval descriptions, apparently had a crown of gold as well as golden gloves and shoes
(Jørgensen 1909, p. 40). Shoes are also found on the Volto Santo in Lucca and the many replicas of it.
It is difficult to tell how the pæll in Ylmheim was arranged; it may have formed part of the loincloth
drapery or made up a full liturgical vestment similar to the painted tunica found in the mid- to late
twelfth-century crucifixes in places as distant as Väversunda in Sweden and the region of Ripollès in
Catalonia (Kroesen et al. 2019, pp. 138–40). A small crucifix from Limoges found in Oslo also wears
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tunic (Figure 6).6 Whereas shoes, loincloths or liturgical vestments feature in crucifixes in various parts
of Europe, the painted/carved insignia of Dal and Sandeid—and the silver bracelets indicated as parts
on the now lost crucifixes in Hålandsdalen and Ylmheim—have no equals neither in Scandinavia nor
in Europe.

 
Figure 6. Limoges crucifix. 13th century. Oslo. Museum of Cultural History. Inv. No. 21300. Photo:
Not identified (CC BY-SA 4.0).

Before turning to medieval devotion to the cross and/or to crucifixes, a few small scale metal
crucifixes pre-dating the inventories by two centuries will be brought into the discussion insofar as
they are material witnesses to early medieval practices of sculpture embellishments. The Birka-crucifix
(Figure 7), a silver filigree pendant from the tenth century, is allegedly the oldest representation of
Christ in Scandinavia. It was found in a grave in 1879. Due to the materials employed, it is difficult
to decipher if the rings on the arms are intended as bracelets, as part of an intentional clothing, or
if they facilitated the inclusion of fingers (Staecker 1999, pp. 491–93). They may even indicate that
Christ was tied to the cross in the same way as does the rings on the pendant crucifix from Lilla
Klintegårda indicate (Staecker 1999, p. 478). Two eleventh century pendants found in Trondheim are
equally elusive, yet the one with a less static pattern could have intentionally been shaped as a crucifix
with bracelets (Figure 8). The Danish Åby-crucifix, made of wood and gilded bronze around 1100,
has no signs of bracelets, but it clearly wears a large collar (Figure 9), thereby indicating crucifixes
could at times be invested with jewellery. Or, more specifically, it indicates accessories in the form
of jewellery could be included as an integral part of a gilded crucifix. A conceptual correspondence
between the collar and the silver bracelets in Hålandsdalen and Ylmheim would thus suggest that the
silver bracelets were of an inalienable nature, included as part of the polychromy and the gilding.

6 Post-dating the inventories, two entries from the Icelandic diploma allows us to identify two crucifixes in the church of
St Mary at Alftanes, «one cross dressed and one undressed» (1354) and one in Vallanes which was fitted with a suitable
chasuble and amictus (1448).
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Figure 7. Crucifix from Birka. Silver pendant, 9th century. Stockholm, SHM, Inv. No. 34 000. Photo:
Gabriel Hildebrand (CC BY 2.5. SE).

 

Figure 8. Crucifixes from Trondheim. Silver pendants, 11th century. Trondheim, NTNU University
Museum, Inv. No. T16978A and T16978B. Photo: Per E. Fredriksen.

 
Figure 9. Crucifix from Åby. Gilded silver on wood, c.1100. Copenhagen, National Museum of
Denmark, Inv. No. D629. Photo: Lennart Larsen (CC BY SA).
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We cannot exclude the possibility that the silver bracelets were included as modest attempts of
investing the two crucifixes with the same delight of sensory experience as was the collar on the Åby
crucifix. Such delight is known also in the form of multi-coloured gems on early medieval processional
crosses, such as the ones known as the Cross of Justin II, the Desiderius Cross and the Lothair Cross, or
even the now lost cross from Saint-Denis, eulogized by Abbed Suger in his De Adminastrione (Carruthers
2013, pp. 39–41). It is more likely, however, that the bracelets were a post-productional, alienable
addition. Indeed, even the painted and carved bracelets in Dal appears as being secondary to the
Christ-figure itself. The silver brooch (silfr sylgia) mentioned as part of the Calvary group (the crucifix
with the Virgin and St John) in Hålandsdalen appears to be alienable, too. Medieval costume tradition
in general and the placement of brooches made of rock crystal or polished glass, for example the
ones incorporated in the Virgin in the golden altar from Lisbjerg (c.1100) or the Grong Madonna (13th
century, Figure 10), suggest the silver brooch on the Calvary group in Hålandsdalen was positioned on
the chest of the Virgin.

 
Figure 10. Madonna from Grong. Polychrome oak, 13th century. Trondheim, NTNU University
Museum, Inv. No. T1947. Photo: Per E. Fredriksen (CC BY-SA 4.0).

3. Medieval Devotion to the Cross

The liturgy of the medieval parish church was codified in the Latin West in the early 13th century,
emphasizing the doctrine of the transubstantiation established in 1215. The ritual space where all
celebrations took place followed suit in order for ecclesiastics to better communicate the significance
of the Eucharist (Rubin 1991; Catto 2000). The liturgical centrality of the crucifix in the church
would also prevail also in the following centuries, although in terms of image devotion, a number
of complementing devotional practices revolving around images appeared from the late fourteenth
century onwards. These practices were often related to private prayer and indulgences and favoured
images such as the Man of Sorrows, the Wounds of Christ and the Virgin of the Rosary (Belting 1981;
Ringbom 1984; Duffy 1992; Van Os et al. 1994; Kaspersen and Hastrup 2004; Marks 2004; Skinnebach
and Laugerud 2007; Laugerud et al. 2016; Blick 2019).

In the Old-English Poem The Dream of the Rood, however, the Cross is the protagonist, the
victory-beam into which the narrator trusts his hope of protection, assured that devotion to the Cross
or crucifix would ensure entry to heaven. The poem has been situated in connection to liturgical
drama, such as the Easter Adoratio Crucis from the Winchester Regularis Concórdia (c.973) (Holloway
1984; Ó Carragáin 2005). Applied for the celebration of Good Friday, the liturgy was also adopted in
Norway as attested by two preserved twelfth-century manuscript fragments in the University Library
in Bergen, the Mi 12 and the MS 1549, 2 (Gjerløw 1970). It is very likely the ritual was still current in
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the early fourteenth century and celebrated in Hålandsdalen and Ylmheim alike, yet in a style more
suitable for smaller parish churches (Helander 2001).

Moreover, as the cross was both the instrument of Christ’s death as well as the bringer of eternal
life, in sculptural form crucifixes would serve “as paths of divine power of those who venerated them”
(Smith et al. 2001, p. 599). The very famous Volto Santo in the cathedral of Lucca cathedral (Figures 11
and 12) is but one of many medieval crosses on public display that offered paths of divine power and
generated fervent devotion. It is included here not as an example of an animated crucifix or as a prop
in religious processions, but as a reference point for continental devotion to the cross as the Volto Santo
proper and its miraculous capacities were known also in fourteenth-century Scandinavia.

 

Figure 11. The Volto Santo. Polychrome wood, c.1200. Lucca cathedral. Photo: Wikipedia Commons.

 
Figure 12. The Volto Santo in Lucca cathedral. Anonymous artist. Drawing, 16th century. New
York, The Metropolitan Museum of Art, Inv. No. 61.211. Photo: The Metropolitan Museum of
Art/Creative Commons.

Enjoying great popularity from the end of the eleventh century, possibly occasioned by the
consecration of the rebuilt cathedral in 1070, the legend has it that the Volto Santo is an acheiropoietoi,
an object not made by human hands. The present crucifix, however, is thought to have been carved by
an artist from the circle of Benedetto Antelami around the turn of the thirteenth century. The Christ
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figure is of the triumphant type, accentuating the majestic, royal and divine aspects of Christ at the
expense of his suffering and human nature. There is a cavity between the shoulders at the back, which,
according to the Leobinus legend, previously held a portion of the Crown of Thorns, Christ’s sudarium
and an ampulla with Christ’s blood. The miracle-working potential of the Volto Santo stemmed both
from the crucifix being a true image and from its reliquary aspect (Kurz 1997; Il Volto Santo 2003;
Matyjaszkiewicz 2018). The crucifix itself and illustrations telling the legend of its arrival in Lucca
were both widely diffused from the turn of the fourteenth century to large parts of Europe (Martinelli
2016). Jean-Claude Schmitt has even proposed that the diffusion of the crucifix allowed for the sculpted
simulacrum of Christ’s true face image to be repeatedly recreated in a manner similar to the way the
consecrated host constantly transubstantiates into the body of Christ (Schmitt 1995).

The distance between Lucca and the parish churches in Hålandsdalen and Ylmheim may seem
too far for the former to have been able to influence the perception of crucifixes as clothed and/or
miracle-working sculptures in the latter two. Nevertheless, the cathedral and the Volto Santo would
have been known in the Nidaróss archbishopric at the time when the crucifixes were carved and the
inventories were written as they are both mentioned in the Leiðarvísir, an itinerarium compiled by
Nikulás Bergsson after a pilgrimage from Iceland to the Holy Land. The pilgrimage took place in the
earlier parts of the 1150s. Nikúlas returned to Iceland in 1154 and became abbot at Munkaþverá the
following year. Listing the various places one would stop along the route, and the distances between
them, the itinerarium also contains a mix of Christian themes and pagan legends. From the cathedral in
Lucca, Nikúlas highlights the crucifix: “( . . . ) the crucifix made by Nicodemus from Christ’s true face;
the crucifix has spoken twice; one time it offered shoes to a poor man and another time it testified on
behalf of an accused man” (Symbolae 1832, p. 20).7 Nikulas also mentions his compatriots’ involvement
in the city: “He [king Eiríkr] left an endowment in Lucca, so that anyone speaking Nordic languages
could drink fully and freely, and he built a hospice eight miles south of Piacenza, where they could
refresh themselves” (Symbolae 1832, pp. 27–28).8

As it were, Nikulas transferred knowledge of the cathedral Lucca, the Volto Santo and two
miracles evoked by it and encouraged his countrymen to travel there, advocating the hospitality
everyone speaking Danish would receive. It is probably this house or one of similar status that is
mentioned in a letter from Pope Martin V to Archbishop Jon Raude in 1282 (DN 6, 46). Unfortunately,
there is no information in the travelogue about how devotional acts would take place in its vicinity.
Nonetheless, information about later indulgences such as the 40 days indulgence granted by Bishop
Enrico in 1309 and contemporary devotional activities in the form of money and material goods
given to support the maintenance of the cathedral and the chapel (Il Volto Santo 2003, pp. 131–72;
Matyjaszkiewicz 2018) may have spread north as connections between Lucca and Norway continued
in the thirteenth and fourteenth century (DN 19, 322; DN 19, 325 and others). The shoes found on
some of the Scandinavian crucifixes may relate to the shoes on the Volto Santo, either as they come fore
in visual replicas spreading from the early fourteenth century or through the diffusion of texts telling
the miracle stories.

4. Arm Ring Symbolism and Miracle Working Crosses in Old Norse Texts

In her book Medieval Life: Archaeology and the Life Course, Roberta Gilchrist has appropriately
evidenced how domestic settings housed a wide range of material objects with religious content, for
example clasps from prayer books, spoons and brooches with inscriptions, pendants and rings. Many
of these objects also have inscriptions and were to be carried close to the body (pendants), or to be

7 Dagför or Lunu til Luku; þar er Biskopsstoll at Mario kirkiu [i.e., San Martino], þar er roda su er Nichodemus let gera
eptir Gudi sialfum; hon hefir ii. sinnum mælt, annat sinn gaf hon sko sin aumun manni, enn annat sinn bar hon vitni
rægdum mann.

8 Hann Eirikr Danakonungr Sveinsson lagdi fé til i Luku, at, hverr madr skylldi drecka vin okeypiss . . . einu af danski tunugu
ok hann let gera spital viii milum sudr fra Plazinzoborg.
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momentarily close to the body as utility goods (spoons, jugs) (Gilchrist 2012, pp. 154–68). Excavations
from Perth have shown similar patterns of dispatched items with religious content in household areas
(Hall 2011). On the other hand, presumably secular items may have been invested with religious
meaning in ways similar to how objects such as swords were considered as animate in certain contexts
in the Late Iron and Viking Ages (Lund 2017 with references). For this article, arm rings and golden
rings are important cases in point.

What did it mean to have a ring around one’s arm? In Viking Age Scandinavia, arm rings in
precious metal were both a symbol of power and a payment method. Dated to the third quarter of the
ninth-century, the Hoen hoard demonstrates some of the richness and typologies of Viking metalwork,
containing one necklace, two neck-rings, three arm-rings, one finger-ring and a brooch formed of a
reused strap mount (Fuglesang and Wilson 2006). From the Old Norse sagas we know of several
examples of arm rings used by the one exercising power. In the Saga of the Ere-Dwellers, the events
unfold at the end of the 10th and the beginning of the 11th centuries (written down only in the 13th
century), Thorolf erects a house on Iceland and “off the inmost house was there another house, of that
fashion whereof now is the choir of a church, and there stood a stall in the midst of the floor in the
fashion of an altar, and thereon lay a ring without a join that weighed twenty ounces, and on that must
men swear all oaths; and that ring must the chief have on his arm at all man-motes” (The Saga of the
Ere-Dwellers, chapter 4). Arm rings are also mentioned in the scene when Gudleif and his men are
allowed to leave the land onto which they sailed without cause “and or ever he and Gudleif parted, he
drew a gold ring from off his arm, and gave it into Gudleif’s hand, and therewithal a good sword,
and then spake to Gudleif: ‘If it befall thee to come back to thy fosterland, then shalt thou deliver this
sword to that Kiartan, the goodman at Frodiswater; but the ring to Thurid his mother’” (Saga of the
Ere-Dwellers, chapter 64).

From medieval Norway, arm rings appear, for example in Fagrskinna, the genealogical enumerating
of Norwegian kings (written around 1220). “Now there came to light a lump of gold as big as a man’s
head. King Haraldr took it up and said: ‘Kinsman, where is the gold to be exchanged for this knob?’
Then the king replied, ‘Unrest and heavy levies have brought it about that almost all the gold and silver
has been given to the retainers, and now there is no more gold in my possession than this ring,’ and
he took it from his arm and gave it to Haraldr” (Fagrskinna 2004, p. 196). Arm rings were among the
foremost symbols of worldly power whereas finger rings were given as gifts. Archaeological evidence
sustains these assumptions in as far as rings prefigure more often in graves (Staecker 2006; Glørstad
and Wenn 2017).

Miracle-working crosses are also known from the Old Norse saga literature. A relic from the Holy
Cross was brought to the north by King Sigurðr which he placed in a church he erected in Konungahella
(Magnússona saga 2015, pp. 156–57). Consecrated when Sigurðr had been king for twenty-four years,
Krosskirkja was consecrated and embellished with a golden altar frontal (Magnússona saga 2015, p.
169). During an attack by Wendish forces led by King Réttiburr, the church was sacked and burnt;
yet, the priest Andreas was allowed to keep the Holy Cross and some other valuable items. When
the heathen parted, however, they were struck with fear by a portent as the priest had appeared with
the Holy Cross, explaining: “And there is so much power in the Cross that such miracles have often
taken place upon heathens, in some cases much plainer ones, when they have taken it in their hands”
(Magnúss saga blinda 2015, p. 181).

In addition to saga literature, there are also traces of both power structure and divine power in
sacred texts. The Old Norse Homily book was written around 1200 in Bergen, possibly at the cathedral
chapter. Given its content, it is now better considered a homiletic handbook, its content often being
more similar to sermons; sermons for both the Feast Days concerning the Cross—the Invention of the
Cross (3 May) and the Exaltation of the Cross (14 September)—are included. From the Invention of the
Cross, the sermon concludes with the following lines:

The Holy Cross is a shield for all danger, support for all misery, in sorrow it is a comfort and
in joy an encouragement for the good; it is protection from danger, healing from ailment
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liberation from all ties, counsel from sin, victory in battle, strength against temptation,
powerful for the poor and a chieftain for the powerful (stjórn auðigra) ( . . . ). All this is due to
God’s mercy, for the one who on the Cross redeemed mankind from death—Jesus Christ.
Him be praised with the Father and the Holy Spirit per omnia saecula saeculorum amen.

(Gammelnorsk homiliebok, 109)

The section does mention an array of the functional uses of a cross. The reference to Christ as the
‘chieftain of the powerful’ (stjórn auðigra) is compelling as it seemingly integrates the ruling aspect
of Old Norse society in a text legislated by the church. Nevertheless, Christian ideas would also
occasionally occur in the literary production of Snorri Sturlusson and other thirteenth-century writers,
even if sagas in general maintained the societal values emphasized in Old Norse literature (Bagge 1998,
pp. 66–69; Bagge 2010, p. 153). The silver bracelets, therefore, could be considered a materialized
coupling of the two cosmologies’ ruling systems in visual terms, and the power symbols of chieftain
may have been recognised as such when attached to the Christ figure on the cross.

Due to the dates given in the inventories, the crucifixes with silver bracelets must pre-date 1306
and 1321 respectively. It is thus likely that the crucifixes would have been similar to the Dal, Sanneid or
Aulstad ones, having the Christ figure standing upright with parallel legs, one nail in each foot, arms
horizontally stretched to either side and carrying a crown; that is as Christus triumphans, as the victorious
king. Accordingly, Blindheim considered the insignia of Dal and Sandeid as reflecting practices related
to contemporary kings, that is the investiture of insignia at the coronations of Norwegian kings in the
second half of the 12th and the first half of the 13th centuries (Blindheim 1986, p. 90). The material
value and mobility of the silver bracelets, however, allow for further interpretations. Even if the silver
items did indeed reflect the coronation of a king, the act of placing the items on the arms of Christ may
still have been a devotional act.

5. Silver Bracelets—Devotion, Gifts and Gender

As it were, material gifts were often offered to sculptures in churches as pious donations and
according to contemporary wills, predominantly by female testators. In 1325, a Tournois woman stated
in her will that she wanted “my good tissue to care for the image of Notre-Dame in Tournai.”9 Richard
Trexler almost laconically notes this kind of testamentary gift “n’est pas atypique” (Trexler 1991, p.
196) and a similar pattern of pious bequests in wills can be traced across medieval and early modern
Europe (Howell 1996; Kamerick 2002, pp. 69–105; Marks 2004, pp. 183–85; French 2008; Jürgensen
2018, pp. 501–12). In her work on English parish churches, Katherine L. French has analysed not only
wills, but also churchwarden accounts and guild accounts. Her findings, too, proved women’s relation
to the parish to be structured by their ability to offer their labour and donate household goods such as
clothing, jewellery and knives (French 2008, pp. 37–48).

Also from medieval Norway a few practices come to light, although from a slightly later date than
the inventories. In 1349, a woman called Ingebjørg Munansdatter donated a headscarf (velum), not to
her parish church but to the Munkeliv monastery, in order for the convent to be able to wrap God’s
body (DN 11, 7). It has been suggested this textile was a Hungertuch, intended to cover the crucifix
during Lent as the sight was supposed to abstain from bodily participation in the divine pleasures
during this observance (Stang 2015, p. 151). It could, however, be Ingebjørg was actually donating
a corporal, a cloth intended to cover the host. As testified by the inventories from Hålandsdalen
and Ylmheim, the majority of the entries concern textiles. In a will dated 14 July 1400, however, Jon
Marteinsson had a sculpture of St Lawrence in Foss Church and a sculpture of St Margaret in Lund
church “coloured,” probably meaning that he paid for the repainting or refurbishing of two sculptures
worn and torn (Stang 2015, p. 152). These two documents alone cannot be given statistic value, but as

9 “Men boin tissut pour caindre de ymagène Notre-Dame di Tournay.”
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it happens, they are in agreement with the late medieval European trend of complementing devotional
gifts to the cross or to Christ’s body with donations to images of saints (Marks 2004; French 2008, p. 43).

Caroline Bynum summarized the gendered dynamics of gift-giving as “men gave up money,
property and progeny; women gave up food” (Bynum 1988, p. 193). For Ylmheim we are fortunate
enough to have a preserved diploma from 1336 evidencing a transaction of lands from a lay person to
the church and its priest (DN 15, 16). Similar transactions are preserved for other parishes and priests;
most transactions were initiated by men, but there were also a significant number of women who
addressed these property issues. Documents from Oslo bishopric, however, show that women gave
lands to the chapter and nunneries, whereas men gave properties to parishes, possibly because they
were expected to demonstrate their power in their local communities (Emanuelsson 2005; Andersson
2010). From the sources available, people’s engagement with their parish include to have sculptures
repainted when they were losing colour, to donate velum to protect either the crucifix or the host, and
to donate properties. There is not enough surviving evidence to ascertain whether lay people made
pious bequests to their parish crucifixes in the form of silver arm rings.

One reason people would give portable wealth such as money, jewellery and items of metal
was that these gifts were more flexible than land in as far as they could be bartered, melted down,
refashioned or reminted. Moreover, placing family jewellery in the church meant the objects were
not available for gift-exchange or trade in the secular sphere and were likewise out of circulation
as inter-generational objects. As evidenced in the 1920s by anthropologist Marcel Mauss in his
seminal work “Essay sur le don,” gift-giving—also when in guise as pious bequest—is as much
about reciprocity as about charity (Mauss 1923). Mauss’ text paved the way for researchers from a
range of academic disciplines in establishing the importance and political statement of gift-giving
within different communities across temporary and geographical boundaries. In later anthropological
frameworks, reciprocity appears as the more superficial dynamic, whereas the more powerful aspect
of gift-giving lies in the politics of “keeping-while-giving” (Weiner 1992), or indeed as “an intimately
political and double-faced discourse” (Palsson 2010, p. 24).

In the Saga of the Ere-Dwellers, Thorgunna opts for the keeping-while-giving strategy when dividing
her property; and she does so in a manner worth exploring in more detail.

This would I have done: I would be borne to Skalaholt if I die of this sickness, because my
mind tells me that that stead will be for one while the most worshipped stead in the land;
and I wot also,” says she, “that there will be priests to do the singing over me; so I pray thee
to bring me there, and of my goods shalt thou [Thorod] have so much as that thou wilt have
no loss thereby; but from my undivided goods shall Thurid have the scarlet cloak that I own;
and this I do to the end that she may be content that I see to my other goods in such wise
as I will; but I will that thou take for the cost thou hast for me that which thou wilt, or that
pleases her, from such things alone as I leave thereto. A gold ring I have which shall go to
church with me, but I will that my bed and my bed-hangings be burned up with fire, for
that they will be of no good to any man; and I say this not because I grudge anyone to enjoy
those good things, if I knew that they would be of good avail to any; but now I say so much
thereover,” says she, “because I deem it ill that folk should have so much heavy trouble from
me, as well I wot will be, if ye turn away from that which I now ordain.”

(Eyrbyggja saga, chapter 51)

The actual meaning of bringing ‘the gold ring to church with her’ may be disputed, but it seems
likely that she gave it to the church when compared to the many examples of English women giving
rings to the parish (French 2008, pp. 48, 67). As such, it was not given to another individual for personal
use in the same way as was her scarlet cloak, nor is it decomposed as should be the bed-hangings.
It is possible that the silver bracelets documented on the Christ figures on the two crucifixes had, at
one point, gone to church upon someone’s death, too. The silver bracelets may also have come as
part of distributed goods in the manner evidenced in the form of wills and letters (Bagge 2010, p.
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153)—and the brief mention in Grettir’s saga “But Thorstein and Spes divided their share of the goods,
and some they gave to churches for their souls’ health, and some they took with them. Then they
betook themselves Romeward, and many folk prayed well for them” (Grettir’s saga 1900, chapter 94).

Whereas precious objects were given to the church for spiritual benefits on part of the benefactor,
gifts to the images in the church also invested the image with an increased material as well as spiritual
value. As posited by Ralph Dekoninck in relation to images of the Virgin, due to the rule of decorum, it
is advised not only to honour images of the Virgin but also to embellish them with the most precious
objects in order to materially express this honour. Moreover, such honouring practices would partly
conceal the more mundane materiality of the sculpture itself (wood), in turn allowing the material
surplus (silver bracelets) to enhance the power of the images (Dekoninck 2012, p. 162). Dekoninck
thus follows Thomas Golsenne who contended that “[a]dornment does not follow the miracle, but
makes possible the belief that a miracle has occurred through a given image” (Golsenne 2010, p. 82).

If the crucifixes in Hålandsdalen and Ylmheim evoked miracles, these were never recorded, neither
in public documents nor in local folklore. This silence, however, does not mean the crucifixes were not
efficacious for some people asking for assistance, and thus later wishing to reciprocate the crucifixes by
having some family valuables given to them. Roberta Gilchrist noted that “People came to believe in
the quasi-magical properties of a particular object because it has been consecrated by a priest or had
been in close physical proximity to statues of saints” (Gilchrist 2013, p. 179). There is evidence from
England that such gifts could periodically be lent back to the domestic sphere, for example as amulets
during childbirth (Gilchrist 2013, p. 178), at times even abusing this privilege (French 2008, pp. 31–32),
but we lack evidence of similar displacements of objects in medieval Norway. The embellishments
of the crucifixes in Ylmheim and Hålandsdalen could thus be considered as domestic devotional
interventions in the religious material culture; firstly in order to make the images more powerful in their
religious settings, secondly to allow for this power to be deposited to domestic settings when needed.
Ultimately, the crucifixes may have been embellished with bracelets and brooches as “decoration is
often essential to the psychological functionality of artefacts” (Gell 1998, p. 74). A rather suggestive
idea to be drawn from this is that the bracelets—and the brooch—were given to the crucifixes, not only
to invest the crucifix itself with power or decorum, but also to have the bracelet receive the already inert
power of the crucifix.

6. Concluding Remarks

The anonymous compilers who penned down the inventories of Hålandsdalen and Ylmheim
both took their time to comment on the silver arm rings adorning the arms of the crucifixes in either
church, and also to note that it was a brooch attached to the Virgin in Hålandsdalen. Although the
crucifixes themselves have not been preserved for posterity, these entries allow us to deduce that such
adornment was once a feature enjoyed by at least these two and probably more crucifixes that were
made before 1320. The inventories’ rather elusive nature obscures what the full significance of the
silver bracelets and the silver brooch were, and our understanding is further complicated by the fact
that not only are the crucifixes in question long gone, but also by the fact that none of the preserved
crucifixes dating from c.1150–c.1320 have silver arm rings around their arms.

Although the inventories offer sparse information about the crucifixes, their appearance, their
role in the celebration of Mass and their role in devotional activities may be hypothesized from
cross-references with other Norwegian medieval crucifixes known to have been able to cry or to evoke
miracles. Furthermore, the painted and carved bracelets on the crucifixes from Dal and Sandeid, as
well as the cuts on both arms across the elbow area in the Christ figure on the crucifix from Aulstad,
may be taken as material witnesses of the descriptions in the inventories. The extensive and long
standing documentation of cultic practices relating to crucifixes elsewhere in the Latin West, such as
the Volto Santo in Lucca cathedral, and analogies drawn from devotion to the crucifix and devotion to
the cross as implied in Old Norse homiletics, also add to our understanding of the two crucifixes.
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Moreover, analogies with the symbolism of arm rings in saga literature and with the practice of
gift-giving and creation of heirlooms and amulets puts the crucifixes into a relief.

The silver bracelets may have been included when the Christ figure was made, as alienable parts
of its feature and equal to its polychromy. It seems more likely, however, they were placed there at a
later point in time as a way of updating or embellishing the Christ figure, or as a strategy of investing
the figure with a powerful symbol from the secular world. They may also have been inalienable, given
as gifts or placed on the arms as a way to keep precious objects out of circulation, or to invest them with
the spiritual power inherent in the holy sculpture. In as much as they decorated the church interior
or the Lord’s table, the crucifixes seem to have also acted as keepers of treasures, but there is no way
of knowing if the silver items were deliberately relocated to the secular sphere or if they were sold,
melted or stolen.
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Abstract: The article traces potential visual sources of Julian of Norwich’s (1343–after 1416) Revelations
or Showings, suggesting that many of them come from familiar everyday devotional objects such as
Psalters, Books of Hours, or rosary beads. It attempts to approach Julian’s text from the perspective
of neuromedievalism, combining more familiar textual analysis with some recent findings in clinical
psychology and neuroscience. By doing so, the essay emphasizes the embodied nature of Julian’s
visions and devotions as opposed to the more apophatic approach expected from a mystic.
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1. Introduction

This paper has a very simple thesis to illustrate: that a lot, if not most of theology, found in
the writings of Julian of Norwich (1343–after 1416)—a celebrated mystic and the first English female
author known by name—comes from familiar, close-to-home objects and images. Images are such
an integral aspect of our existence that the famous neuroscientist Rodolfo Llinás, and many after
him, claimed that our brain is about making images (Llinás and Paré 1991; Damasio 2010, pp. 63–88).
However, such complicated private visual experiences as dream-visions or mystical revelations are
insufficient to synthesise knowledge per se, particularly if understood as aimed at a broader community.
The images which constitute such visions are often familiar, yet, when spelled out in words, described
and reinterpreted, they produce new meanings. This paper attempts to consider Julian’s narrative as
an “imagetext”, based on easily recognisable and readily accessible late-medieval devotional objects
yet employed to convey a complex and multifaceted experience, however much misremembered and
culturally filtered. Here, rather than focusing on theological and philosophical readings of Julian’s text
or examining it from the perspective of medieval theories of vision, I read Julian through the developing
work on medieval ekphrasis (Barbetti 2011; Fraeters et al. 2013; Johnson et al. 2015) combined with
the elements of neurohumanities, especially neuroarthistory Despite the recently voiced criticism
of “neuromania” in the Humanities, the view best presented in (Tallis 2016), neuroscience is now
entering the field of vision of medievalists, see (Chance 2012)—the whole journal issue dedicated to
‘neuromedievalism’, especially Jane Chance’s own introduction to it, pp. 247–61; also (Blud 2016),
the work on neurology of scribes by Deborah Thorpe, e.g., (Thorpe 2015), the forthcoming collection
by (Dresvina and Blud forthcoming), and, to a certain extent (Karnes 2011; Morgan 2013), which
includes a brief section on the role of the mirror neurons in our understanding of mystical experiences,
and (Kroll and Bachrach 2005).

Such research continues the growing historiographic tradition, which considers how religion
relates to the surroundings that define and contextualize human lives. Material culture plays an
important role in this exploration as, “since medieval people constructed their spiritual or imagined
worlds with familiar earthly building blocks, those objects matter” (Deane 2013, p. 67). Diana Webb,
discussing late-medieval domestic devotion stresses the importance of this familiarity and the comfort
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deriving from familiar words, often centred around the Psalms, and/or from objects, images, and books,
which became more accessible within people’s homes as the Middle Ages progressed (Webb 2008,
p. 31). This familiar, domestic, “homely” appeal of Julian’s text was highlighted by A. C. Spearing in
his introduction to one of the most popular translations of her Revelations, pointing out how Julian
likens the drops of blood coming out of Christ’s pierces forehead to beads, raindrops, and herring
roe, and his discoloured body the clothes on the washing line and to a worn-out board (Julian of
Norwich 1998, pp. xix–xx). Caroline Walker Bynum suggests that the tradition of hanging a pyx in the
shape of a dove above the altar could have triggered some mystics’ eucharistic visions of the Holy
Spirit winging toward them; such increased use of the everyday imagery, evident in late-medieval
“lived religion”, is grounded in the realisation of human embodiment, its limitations and perhaps its
advantages (Bynum 1991, p. 60; also Ringbom 1969; Ziegler 1992).

Recently, works by metadisciplinary scholars have started to appear discussing what our
recently-acquired knowledge about our brain may truly mean for understanding our culture and
spirituality, as a part of a larger discussion of the role biology plays in religion (such as Wilson 2002;
Burkert 1996; Newberg et al. 2001; Malik 2001, to name a few). The most ambitious of them is perhaps
Iain McGilchrist’s The Master and His Emissary (McGilchrist 2010). An Oxford literary graduate and a
neuroscientist working in a clinical environment, McGilchrist produced a book that has been labelled
“controversial” within the left-brain academe. As Rupert Read puts it,

The “master” of the title is the brain’s right hemisphere; the “emissary”, the left. The brain
hemisphere specialisation has been noticed a long time ago (the left usually credited as the
locus for speech, dismembering analysis, mechanical fragmentation, linear logic, adherence
to the familiar, and utilitarian intellect, while the right is known for its intuiting, holistic
approach, handling of paradoxes, initial digestion of the new experiences, and emotional
intellect). McGilchrist’s basic thesis is that most neurological events and processes need to
begin in the right hemisphere with its ability to see what is new, and end there too, since this
is where we are able to relate, vitally, humanly, and as a part of a whole. His idea is that the
left hemisphere is “essentially there to be the right hemisphere’s servant or emissary, but the
left hemisphere, with its obsession with analysis and its tendency to denial, has usurped
the leading role and no longer relinquishes the power assigned to it for a specific purpose
(Read 2011, p. 119).

Importantly, McGilchrist does not maintain that the two hemispheres are the loci for different things or
activities—that would be, as he puts it, itself an overly left-brained idea. Rather he suggests, drawing
from experimental and clinical evidence, that the hemispheres differ in the way they see and handle
things, the kind of world they present. The world of the right hemisphere is wonderfully illustrated in
a book by a neuroanatomist Jill Bolte Taylor, whose experience of suffering a rare form of stroke when
the whole of her left hemisphere went “offline” does not only corroborate McGilchrist’s views but also,
at least in parts, is strikingly reminiscent of many mystics’ recorded experiences. Her “journey into
the formless abyss of a silent mind” where the essence of her being “became enfolded in a deep inner
peace”, shifting into “a perception that [she] was at one with the universe” would be the envy of any
follower of Pseudo-Dionysius (Bolte Taylor 2009, pp. 1, 13). Julian would have recognised the laconic
and reassuring answer to dying Jill’s spontaneous prayer within her silent mind: “Hold on. Be quiet.
Be still. Hold on”, her own verbal sparseness as the language centre in her left hemisphere got affected,
“thinking in pictures”, or, indeed, the beginning of Jill’s miraculous recovery through feeling all
wrapped up in her (natural) mother’s arms and love (Bolte Taylor 2009, pp. 61, 75, 87). Apart from the
autobiographical narratives of scientists, there is a growing interest in the neuro-psychological research
of modern-days “mystical experiences” conduced with a great deal of sympathy, even up to the point
of calling the recipients “unusual but sound minds” (Farias et al. 2012). A particular popular interest
is attracted to the research into consumption of psychoactive substances leading to “spontaneous
walking visual and kinesthetic transformative imagery narratives”, so intense and meaningful that
they “often related to psychological and physical healing, problem solving, knowledge acquisition,
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creativity, spiritual development, divination, community cohesion, and encounters with disincarnate
entities or beings” (much of these consequences can be applied to Julian herself) (quotations are from
Echenhofer 2011, p. 153).

Part of the scholarly appeal of such an iconic and much-studied corpus as Julian’s Showings
or Revelations is its transcendental subject-matter resulting in a rich, complex, infuriatingly
ambiguous and notoriously hard-to-understand text. Together with her writing, Julian’s elusive
figure itself is a hotly debated object of academic, religious, or political partisanship: Julian the
proto-protestant, proto-feminist, proto-Catholic modernist, undercover heretic, undercover academic,
undercover dissident, witness to the vitality and flexibility of late-medieval devotional science,
and so on (Morris and Holloway 2010). Her choice to write in the vernacular on a topic for
which she often had to invent the English nomenclature—with great care and a varying degree
of success—particularly appeals to the logo-centric culture, academic in particular and Western
European in general (McGilchrist 2010, p. 295). If we are to believe modern editors and commentators,
Julian’s writings almost entirely consist of complicated cultural cross-references, hidden quotations
and disguised arguments, frequent puns and “word-knots” to use Ross and Gillespie’s term
(Gillespie and Ross 1992, p. 69; Elisabeth Dutton, perhaps more realistically, says, when suggesting
that Julian may have read medieval theological compilations: “if such authorities influenced the
Revelations in any way, they might then be unnamed because Julian was unaware of their identity,
or because she left them unacknowledged in imitation of some compilers’ practice”, Dutton 2008,
p. 97). Yet the paradox is that Julian, in her own words, is writing for those who are simple, for the
wise know it all already (LT 9), and she calls herself “a simple creature that cowde no letter” (LT 1: The
Long Text is cited by chapters as LT and the Short Text as ST. The editions used are Julian of Norwich
2001 and 2006). Pages are written to prove that this phrase is used as a standard medieval modesty
topos and signifies that she did not get a formal, University training (a useful discussion of the views
on Julian’s literacy can be found in Dutton 2008, pp. 6–11). Saying that she did not get the formal
Latinate University education would be stating the obvious, and should not be seen as mere editorial
back-covering. Her text is clever and carefully designed, that is granted; but even if Julian was a
prodigy and somehow received the best education available in her time (which is highly debatable),
her text cannot possibly be what it is often seen like—a cerebral compendium of veiled commentaries
on contemporary theological and intellectual issues.

2. Discussion

I would like to take Julian back to the late-medieval pious laity and enquire how her text could
be approached by a simple reader, perhaps quasi-literate, whose main religious experiences were
predominantly aural and visual. Even though there is no definitive evidence of such a readership,
this is the “simple” audience Julian apparently anticipates. It would be unwise to ignore the existing
body of scholarly work on Julian, particularly by those authors who persuasively argue that Julian
ultimately tries to move away from the images into the realm of the analytical, abstract, and even
apophatic, although to my taste the abstractness is occasionally overstated (Gillespie and Ross 1992;
Aers David 1996, pp. 93, 97). The ultimate aim of a mystic (at least theoretically) to move away from
the concrete physical images into the great spiritual silence of the divine presence does not mean that we
should not be examining images a mystic employs. Without recognising these images’ conventionality
(or, at times, un-conventionality), we cannot appreciate the way Julian first introduces them and
then takes them away from the traditional expectations, formed by the authorized Meditationes vitae
Christi-type devotion, “frustrating” her audience’s desires for “bodily engagement” (Aers David 1996,
pp. 82–94; quotation at p. 93). Put simply, when the devotee was expected to imagine her or himself as
a character of a fanfiction within the established canon of the sacred history, the creativity of his or her
pious fantasising was still moulded by numerous literary and visual aids (see Karnes 2011).

Whatever was the nature of Julian’s “experiences” which triggered the composition of the
Revelations, these had to be expressed in the body and through culturally-informed means. In the
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current state of being it is impossible to avoid the fact that the mind is embodied and sustains the
rest of the bodily organs that interact with the brain, determining our mental state. Long before
the discovery of the neuron networks it was known that the embodied mind is capable of eliciting
emotional responses from imaginary stimuli (Blud 2016, p. 458). Furthermore, we now know that much
of what we see (or we think we see) we are filling in from memory, relying on our previous experiences
(Kosslyn 1994). The visually-driven nature of these mystical experiences suggests that we are most
likely to find a lot of this cultural context in contemporary visual media. However, the survival of
medieval art in Norwich and East Anglia, although better than in many other English regions, is still
patchy, and even with the amount of research already dedicated to it we are still not sure what exactly
people like Julian actually saw around them (Nichols 2002; Lasko and Morgan 1974; also Gunn 2008).

Norwich is famous for several types of art, first of all, its cathedral bosses and misericords,
although these, apart from the ones in the nave, were reserved for the monks of the cathedral priory
and Julian is not likely to have seen them—or not often. Another obvious suspect is the local school of
stained glass, flourishing in the fifteenth century but originating in the fourteenth (Woodforde 1950;
King 2010, http://www.cvma.ac.uk). However, surviving examples are mostly too late—with no
complete fourteenth-century stained glass surviving in Norwich—and also they are too high up (a
good review of the extant examples of the stained glass in Norwich can be found at http://www.
norfolkstainedglass.co.uk/Norwich/home.shtm). One wonders if people in the Middle Ages were
all far-sighted.

A third artistic medium known to be popular in Norwich and East Anglia is the religious theatre,
such as the precursors of the N-Town plays and its likes (Scherb 2001; Granger 2009; or the classic
Gibson 1989). It is likely that Julian saw such plays, because Margery Kempe, a generation later, clearly
knew quite a few of them (the ones in York at least), but, again, the information for the fourteenth
century, which is Julian’s time before her illness in May 1373, is far from sufficient. Even though some
of Julian’s visionary expectations could have come from contemporary drama, the way she does “close
viewing” of only one object at a time makes the religious theatre a less likely dominant source of
her visionary experience. In the late-medieval drama the necessity to have larger involvement of the
community members and thus to have several actors, as well as the need to animate scenes where
otherwise nothing much happens, caused various elaborations on familiar scenes, for example in some
Nativities Joseph is dishing out soup as Mary lies with the Christ Child in the manger (Penketh 1997).
Julian’s visions, however, are never crowded with figures, they are focused on one, maximum two
objects at one time.

To complicate matters, the art that Julian witnessed may not necessarily have been purely East
Anglian. In the late Middle Ages the region displayed strong economic and cultural links to the
Continent. Margery Kempe’s son famously spent so much time on the continent that his writing was
“neithyr good Englysch ne Dewch”—if he was indeed her first scribe and the initial manuscript
was not copied by his wife from Gdansk. The Flemmings Johns Asgers, father (also mayor of
Norwich in 1426) and son, whose tenement was occupied by one of the city’s beguinages, held
dual English-Flemish “citizenship” and must have been fluent in both languages (Tanner 1984, p. 65;
on aliens in late-medieval England in general see Ormrod et al. 2017). It is unclear how much
exactly the exiled English nuns, whose main languages of communication were French and Latin and
who did not necessarily know Middle English, actually interfered with Julian’s own narrative while
copying it, but the texts we now have are linguistically challenging—up to the point of suspecting
that Julian had direct access to Continental devotional writings, with Flemish, Dutch, or French
being the main suspects (see Dutton’s discussion of Julian’s use of ‘mean’ in Dutton 2008, pp. 73–75;
it has also been suggested that the support for Julian’s reference to John of Beverley’s sin in his
youth (LT 38) can only be found in the Flemish apocryphon surviving as a chapbook Jan van Beverley
(1512); notably, many Books of Hours and some Psalters begin with calendars, and this may be the
source of Julian’s recollection of John, whose feast day is on 7 May, immediately before her vision
of bleeding Christ, see Deighton 1993; Parsons and Jongenelen 2012). This does not necessarily mean
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that Julian was of Continental birth—after all, more vernacular inscriptions in women’s books were
made in Anglo-Norman than in Middle English until the beginning of the fifteenth century, and Julian
may well have been of upper-class origin and equally proficient in French, as perhaps suggested by
her ‘granmercy’ in responding to God (Scott-Stokes 2006, p. 21; LT 41). However, multilingualism
would certainly facilitate cultural exchange with the Continent. According to England’s Migrants
1330–1550 database statistics (England’s Immigrants 2019), Norfolk had the third largest immigrant
population in England after London and Kent, with over 90% recorded individuals originating from the
modern Low Countries, Belgium and the north of France, and residing in Norwich. Tradewise, “the link
between Norwich and the Low Countries, based on commercial dealings and dynastic ties, was deeply
entrenched by the late fourteenth century” (Dunn 2004, p. 227). The only communities resembling
beguinages in England—a kind of informal devotional sorority, popular in the Low Countries in the
late Middle Ages—were established in Norwich (Tanner 2004, pp. 140–41; Tanner 1984, pp. 64–66).
At least from the fifteenth century, if not earlier, East Anglian art displayed evidence of growing
influence from the Continent, particularly the Flanders (Lasko and Morgan 1974, p. 32; Dennison 2013;
Mitchell 2000). We do know of later examples of Norfolk families commissioning paintings for their
houses and churches such as the Ashwellthorpe Triptych (c. 1519, now in Norwich Castle Museum);
the presence of Continental art in late-medieval East Anglia further testifies to the established links
between the two regions, although, admittedly, the survival rate for such works of art is not better
than that of the domestic examples.

The visual nature, though, of at least some of Julian’s revelations suggests a different medium,
which allows close—and repeated—examination: that of the book. The “close and repeated
examination” engrains the observed images in the memory, which then presents them to our “mind’s
eye”, particularly under stress (this is obviously a very brief and simplified description of a complex
neural process, which has not yet been fully understood—see, for example, a discussion of the “mind’s
eye” in Ratey 2003, p. 107). The assessment of the visual environment’s impact on the brain has recently
been both embraced as a prevailing explanatory tool, as in John Onians’s work on neuroarthistory
(Onians 2007; Onians 2016), and cautioned against as a dominant methodology by scholars like
Matthew Rampley (Rampley 2016; Rampley 2017). I am inclined to keep to the middle and agree
that humans tend to be predisposed, yet not bound, to replicate their visual experience, and that the
way we re-live familiar imagery is often changed by physical and psychological distress. Julian’s
mystical experience was triggered by her acute illness, but we know from her own words that she
was already spiritually inclined and therefore had spent time contemplating religious images in a
reasonably stressful environment, with thoughts of Christ’s sufferings and of her own inadequacy
and guilt (on devotional gazing see, for instance, Lentes 2006). Moreover, as Sarah Salih reminds us,
liveliness was “the normal condition of devotional art” in the later Middle Ages, and that “movement
of either the viewer or the object was built into the situations in which people looked at it”, hence
Julian was culturally conditioned to expect these familiar images come to life (Salih 2019).

An illustrated book a fourteenth-century reasonably well-off woman could have had, or at least
had had access to, would be a Breviary or a Missal type of codex, but much more likely a Psalter or a
Book of Hours. The archidiaconal visitations of St Julian’s church, Norwich, indicated that in 1368, five
years before Julian’s visions, the church had four Psalters in its possession, although we do not know
whether illustrated or not (Upjohn and Groves 2018, pp. 78–79). At least one illuminated psalter was
in possession of Carrow Priory, in whose jurisdiction St Julian’s lay; at least two more are known to
have been kept in the Priory (Salih 2019; Bell 1995, pp. 126–27). Margery Kempe may have had a Book
of Hours, perhaps a simpler yet not cheap copy, but she must have seen lavish ones, status symbols as
well as devotional aids, at the homes of her aristocratic and wealthy acquaintances. Margery recalls
having “his boke in hir hand” during the frightful episode of the fall of the fragment of St Margaret’s
ceiling on 9 June 1413, described in Chapter 9 of the Book of Margery Kempe (Kempe 2004; see also
Hill 2006). Given the position of Margery’s father amongst Lynn’s oligarchy, she may well have had an
illustrated book for her private devotions, and perhaps not even one (Parker 2004, pp. 56–57). So if we

42



Religions 2019, 10, 245

can assume at least a mercantile or gentry background for Julian, even if she did not have one or the
other herself, she must have seen copies on a regular basis too (Scott-Stokes 2006; Gunn 2008, p. 33).

Psalters were perhaps the most popular book for lay devotions until the late fourteenth century,
when they were superseded in this function by Books of Hours. Ancrene Wisse contains references
to the Psalter, from which the anchoresses were expected to recite versicles (Ancrene Wisse, Part
1:26). The psalms in the Books of Hours were so well known that they are often indicated only by
their incipits; they were also employed as learning means, even containing ABCs (Scott-Stokes 2006,
p. 8; LT, ch. 51). There was a strong tradition of fourteenth-century illustrated East Anglian and
Lincolnshire Psalters, with a plethora of richly illuminated books for (presumably) aristocratic patrons,
of which the most famous are perhaps the recently published facsimiles of the Luttrell Psalter and
the Macclesfield Psalter, and a number of Continental ones must have been in the country by the
fifteenth century (Sandler 1986; Sandler 2004). Although there was no guaranteed established visual
programme generally before the end of the fourteenth century, a number of similar images appeared in
many of them, such as the image of a fool for the Dixit Insipiens (Ps 52), the Trinity as identical twins
(with an optional third, the dove of the Holy Spirit) for Dixit Dominus (Ps 109), or a person emerging
out of the water for the Salvum me fac Deus (Ps 68/69).

By the second quarter of the fourteenth century, an illustrated English Psalter could have ten main
illuminated initials: Ps 1 with the Tree of Jesse, surmounted by Mary; Ps 26, with David’s Anointing;
Ps 38, with David pointing to his eyes (or the Judgment of Solomon); Ps 52, with David debating the
existence of God with his fool (or the devil tempting Christ); Ps 68, with David or Jonah in the water (or
an image of Christ’s Passion or Resurrection); Ps 80, with David playing bells (or Jacob wrestling with
the angel); Ps 97, with clerics chanting (or the Annunciation to the Shepherds); Ps 109, with different
versions of the Trinity. To this initially Continental division would be added Ps 51, usually with Doeg
slaying the priests of Nob, and Ps 101, with the personification of Ecclesia (with or without Christ as
her bridegroom) (Panayotova 2008, pp. 59–62).

There are a number of verbal allusions to the psalms in Julian, as well as to other parts of the
Scripture, as indicated in recent critical editions (Julian of Norwich 2001, pp. 796–805; Julian of Norwich
2016, pp. 179–286), such as the response to her desire to have more light to see the face of Christ in
LT 10 (“If God wil shew thee more, He shal be thy light; thee nedith none but Him”) and the ensuing
vision of the safety at the sea bottom being reminiscent of the opening line of Ps. 27 “The Lord is
my light and my salvation—whom shall I fear?” She was certainly familiar with Psalms even as a
devout laywoman, and must have had access to a written version in one form or another. From the
late thirteenth century onwards, one could even find complete Psalters in English (metrical, prose,
or paraphrased), but these were scarce and, before the multiplications of the Wycliffite translations in
the early fifteenth century, often had local circulation (Sutherland 2015, esp. ch. 3). For the monolingual
devotees the conventional book before the end of the fourteenth century would have been the Prymer,
a close relative to the Latin Books of Hours, usually complete with 52 psalms, hymns, collects, and a
litany in Middle English; 17 manuscripts of such books are still extant (Kennedy 2014; Littlehales 1895,
pp. viii–x). None of these, however, contain any miniatures, even if most are decorated with flourished
initials or floral borders; this, however, does not necessarily prove that their owners had to be of the
Wycliffite/Lollard sympathies (Kennedy 2014, pp. 716–19).

The Books of Hours for that period had not yet acquired their more or less established canon,
and their pictorial programme was still fluid in the middle of the fourteenth century. However, one may
expect to see at least some of the images found in later, mass-produced versions. For example,
the Hours of the Virgin were illustrated by the Infancy cycle: Matins was opened by the Annunciation,
Lauds with the Visitation, Prime with the Nativity, Terce by the Annunciation to the Shepherds, Sext,
the Adoration of the Magi, Nones, with Candlemas, Vespers, with the Flight to Egypt (or the Massacre
of the Innocents), and the Coronation of the Virgin at Compline (Wieck 1997, p. 23). Hours made for
the English market were often preceded by eight Passion scenes, from the Agony in the Garden to
the Deposition in the Tomb, or they would have both cycles within one book (Duffy 2006, pp. 13–14).
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Almost any Book of Hours would have had a picture of the Annunciation, the Crucifixion, and later of
such devotional, rather than narrative, images as Christ as the Man of Sorrows, the Wound of Christ
(or the Five Wounds), and the Vernicle or the arma Christi (Duffy 2006, pp. 72–73).

Let us now try to establish what Julian actually saw and compare it to the surviving material
object accessible as items of domestic devotion. It is surprising, given how much has been written
about Julian’s text as an example of medieval vernacular literature or theology, that only a few
studies ever touch upon the visual side of her narrative (Windeatt 2014; Gunn 2008; Barratt 2008;
Kamerick 2002, pp. 132–38; Lermack 1993; Baker 1994, pp. 40–62; Salih 2019; to a certain extent
Aers David 1996; Hagen 2004, pp. 145–60; however, they provide just a couple of actual images).
It is beyond doubt that the intention and meaning behind the visions in the different periods of
the Middle Ages varied, and a visionary’s “I saw” could mean anything from “I visualized” to “I
imagined” to “I hallucinated”, as Barbara Newman brilliantly demonstrates (Newman 2005). Yet the
visual component of Julian’s revelation remains of paramount importance. One of her most frequently
used verbs is “to see” and one of the most frequent phrases is “as to my sight”.

It could be fair to object that this particular phrase does not refer to the actual sight but that it
should be taken figuratively, meaning to say “it seems”, or “it appears”, but both of these in their
direct, literal meaning, too, refer to seeing. As Iain McGilchrist observes,

Probably the most important metaphor of our relationship to the world is that of sight.
‘Knowing as seeing’ is one of the most consistent of all metaphors, and exists in all
Indo-European languages, suggesting that it developed early in the Indo-European
Ursprache . . . ‘I see’, we say, meaning ‘I understand’ (McGilchrist 2010, p. 161)

In order to be taken figuratively, “as to my sight” should be so familiar to a medieval English
ear that the literal meaning of it is easily overlooked. However, the phrase is only attested to twice
in Middle English literature outside of Julian’s writings. The first instance is found in Chaucer’s
translation of the Roman de la Rose, l. 740 (Chaucer 1988, p. 694—the entrance and dance of Sir Mirth
and his companions: “So fair folk and so fresh had he/That whan I saw, I wondred me/Fro whennes
siche folk might come,/So faire they weren, alle and some;/For they were lyk, as to my sighte,/To
angels that ben fethered brighte” (ll. 737–42). Compare the original text: “S’avoit si beles genz o soi,/Et
quant je les vi, je ne soi/Dont si tres bele gent pooient/Estre venu, car il sembloient/Tout pour voir
anges empenez:/Si bele gent ne vit hons mez” (ll. 720–25): (“And he was accompanied by such fair
folk. When I saw them, I could not tell where such fair people came from, for indeed they seemed to
be winged angels. I have never seen such fair folk”), Lorris and Meun 1992, p. 76). The other appears
in line 241 of The Floure and the Leafe dream-poem, again, in the Rose tradition and long attributed
to Chaucer (Pearsall 1990: “Next after hem came in armour bright,/All save their heads, seemely
knights nine;/And every claspe and naile, as to my sight,/Of their harneis were of red gold fine”
(ll. 239–42). See also line 174 of the same poem: “ . . . and to my sight, trewly,/She lady was of the
company”. “To my sight” phrase is slightly more common in late ME, mostly appearing in a context
of a vision/apparition, see, for instance, IMEV 3928.5, Oxford, Bodleian Library MS Ashmole 1485,
Part III.ii (SC 7652), Part III, f. 46v: When busy at my booke I was vppon a certain night/this vision
heare exprest appeered to my sight . . . (The vision of Sir George Ripley, Canon of Bridlington, f. 46v)).

Now believed to be written in the fifteenth century, perhaps by a woman and certainly in a female
voice, the poem is heavily indebted, apart from Chaucer and Lydgate, to a whole plethora of French
poets: Guillaume de Lorris, Guillaume Machaut, Jean Froissart, and Eustache Deschamps (Pearsall
1990; Marsh 1906, p. 7), with references to fifteenth-century songs from Normandy (ll. 176–78, and,
perhaps, 350). The female narrator, as with Julian, unusually does not fall asleep during her vision,
but tries to make sense of it by observing intensely the arrival of the colourful companies of knights
and ladies to a green meadow. It is not too unreasonable to suggest that the poem, or at least some of
its parts, is also a translation, which would add extra weight to the hypothesis of Julian’s Continental
linguistic connections (The poem’s ‘sister-text’, The Assembly of Ladies, still extant in the same MS
and probably by the same (female) author, displays “some specific influence from the Burgundian
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styles”. Another curious detail appears in line 550: The words “For wele to better” is, as Pearsall
notes, “an echo, perhaps, of the idiom of the French motto, De bien en mieulx. Cf. De mieulx en
mieulx, used as a motto in the fifteenth century by the Paston family of Norfolk.” (“Assembly of
Ladies: Introduction”, and note 550 to “The Floure and the Leafe”). There are several examples of a
corresponding French phrase, ‘a mon avis (advis/aviz)’ between 1346 and 1416, with one coming from
the Letter IX of the exposition to another Rose-inspired dream-poem, La prison amoureouse (early
1370s) by Jean Froissart, as well as from his Chronicles (two cases) (Kelly 1978, p. 165; (Online Froissart
2013) https://www.hrionline.ac.uk/onlinefroissart/index.jsp, citing Paris MS Fr. 2650, fols 90v and
91 r; (Dictionnaire du Moyen Français 2016) http://www.atilf.fr/dmf/, citing four more examples).

What is important for our argument is that in these poems the phrase appears during moments
of great surprise, of the observer’s intense visual experience (as, for example, Chaucer’s “I wondred
me”), and the acknowledgement of the inadequacy of language to express the vision (e.g., The Floure
and the Leafe, ll. 138–40). Thus, the phrase refers to visual perception, which suggests that Julian’s “as
to my sight” should not be read as an exclusively figurative topos.

Three kinds of sight, or three ways of “showing” are famously described in Chapter 9 of her LT,
where she is trying to explain how she actually received her revelations:

All this was shewid by thre, that is to sey, be bodily sight, and by word formyd in my
understonding, and be gostly sight. But the gostly sight—I cannot ne may not shew it as
hopinly ne as fully as I wolde.

These are often read as Julian building on the Augustinian textual analysis of visual perception,
with the division into “corporeal”, “imaginative” and “intellective” vision, acknowledging, however,
that St Augustine’s influence was indirect (Watson 1992, p. 85). Could this indirect influence reach
Julian not via textual, but via visual channels? There is an interesting fourteenth-century visual parallel
to such several types of vision in the British Library, MS Yate Thompson 11, a French devotional
manuscript, which depicts, on folio 29r, three degrees of mystical union experienced by a woman
(presumably a nun) after a confession with her Dominican spiritual guide (https://www.bl.uk/
catalogues/illuminatedmanuscripts/ILLUMIN.ASP?Size=mid&IllID=45156).

Katie Walker describes how, following Michael Camille’s analysis—based, in turn, on Augustinian
vision theory (Camille 1996, pp. 120–23; McGinn 2006, p. 187)—“[i]n the first [frame], the nun kneels
before her confessor and although the divine is not present, it is tangible, signalled by Christ’s strangely
disembodied hand blessing from the edge of the scene. Here, in this first level, the nun has only earthly
sight; unable to see divinity ‘in the flesh’, her piety must be mediated by another” (Walker 2003, p. 3).
This is similar to Julian’s reliance on her curate (mentioned in the LT) before the revelation, or on the
“religious person” who recites to her the life of St Cecilia in the ST. “The second frame depicts the nun
kneeling before an image of the Virgin and Child. It is the statue that mediates her act of devotion;
in other words, the nun recognises the statue as a signum of a higher truth.” This corresponds with
Julian’s direct ‘bodily sight’. Then “[t]he third image shows a spiritual level of perception that Michael
Camille terms “imagined contemplation.” Prostrate before an image of Christ as the Man of Sorrows,
the nun’s eyes do not look at the vision, implying that it is created in her mind. Christ himself mediates
this level of perception as he, quite literally here, pours out his blood for the nun.” This is the second
sight in Julian, formed in her “understanding”, that is her mind (Admittedly, for Julian is it oral—it is to
words to which that she moves, but many mystics “often stretched or blurred Augustine’s categories”
(McGinn 2006)). Note also the focus on Christ’s blood (something she sees often, and copiously): the
physical depiction on the face of the Crucifix, the animated vision of the bleeding in her ‘bodily vision’,
and the mental-mystical vision of his descent into Hell and ascent into Heaven in Chapter 12 of the
LT. “Finally, the highest level of perception is the “mystical mode.” Now, looking at the vision before
her, this becomes the “pure and naked seeing of divine reality” (Walker 2003, p. 3). This last mode
corresponds to Julian’s ‘ghostly sight’, which she finds so difficult to describe through our limited
human means—as opposed to the images that can easily draw on known iconography.
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There is, however, the fifth type of Julian’s vision, which is remarkably different in its origin
from the majority of the “showings”—the difference Julian recognises herself when she introduces the
demonic appearance in Chapters 66 of LT: “This oggley shewing was made slepyng, and so was non
other”. This brief nightmarish episode involved all five senses, entailing strong heat, overpowering
stench, and a vision of fire:

And in the slepe at the begynnyng, methowte the fend set him in my throte puttand forth a
visage ful nere my face like a yong man, and it was longe and wonder lene. I saw never none
such. The color was rede like the tilestone whan it is new brent, with blak spots therin like
blak steknes fouler than the tile stone. His here was rode as rust evisid aforn with syde lokks
hongyng on the thounys. He grynnid on me with a shrewd semelant, shewing white teeth,
and so mekil methowte it the more oggley. Body ne honds had he none shaply, but with his
pawes he held me in the throte and wold have stranglid me, but he myte not.

Familiar to many through Henry Fuseli’s 1781 painting “The Nightmare”, the phenomenon
Julian describes here is sleep paralysis, believed to be a demonic visitation since late antiquity and
certainly known to a medieval audience (Sharpless and Doghramji 2015, p. 59; the seminal article
on the subject is (Davies 2003). Sleep paralysis is described, for example, in the legend of St Michael
in the South English Legendary, see Perk 2017, p. 159). Put simply, it is an overlap between REM
phase of sleep and the state of awareness, when the person is unable to move, speak, or react,
and experiences terrifying hallucinations, usually accompanied by a feeling of pressure on one’s chest,
palpitations, difficulty breathing, and sensing a presence in the room. If there is a mirror in the room,
the “intruder”, being the product of the REM phase, will not be seen in it, which probably encouraged
the belief, popularised by Bram Stoker, that vampires and the undead have no reflection in the mirror
(Sharpless and Doghramji 2015, p. 59; Broks 2016). Medieval sleeping patterns, especially of those
following the monastic timetable who regularly had their sleep interrupted, may have made people
of that time particularly prone to sleep paralysis (Dudley and Goodare 2013, p. 123). As would be
expected from this phenomenon, the terrifying experience was gone as soon as Julian was fully awake
and able to speak and her palpitations subsided (“my harte beganne to comfort”), with her bed-side
companions wetting her temples probably speeding up the process.

The implications of identifying a physiological origin for at least this particular vision is
important for the justification of the use of the word “experience”, applied to Julian’s narrative.
Finding numerous cultural parallels, combined with the human tendency to fill in gaps from
culturally-affected memory, may lead us to reading Julian’s text as a pure piece of pious fiction,
of something that either never happened, or was entirely reconstructed years later in accordance to
the familiar philosophical, theological, and iconographical expectations of her time—in which case
the use of such somatically-aware methods as neuroarthistory is pointless. Of course, any attempts
to come into a contact with the real live person behind the narrative are likely to fail, as anything we
know about Julian’s personality is derived from her text. However, being able to readily identify a
phenomenon, which even today affects about 8% of the world population (with 28% in risk groups,
Olunu et al. 2018), gives more credibility to Julian’s text as at least a pale reflection of some genuine
experiences, further confirmed by her doubts about them. The red-and-black appearance of the
sharp-toothed devil may well have been suggested, at least in part, by the contemporary imagery,
digested and reassembled during the vivid dreaming of the REM phase, but it is also significant
that Julian is careful to include the less orthodox bits of her vision (an interesting illustration of
the devil suffocating an already dead man in his bed can be seen in an early fourteenth-century
French manuscript of Justinian’s Digestum Vetus with glossa ordinaria, British Library Arundel 484, fol.
245r, http://www.bl.uk/catalogues/illuminatedmanuscripts/ILLUMIN.ASP?Size=mid&IllID=5122.
For medieval theories about sleep paralysis see MacLehose 2013). Julian is primed, but not imprisoned
by cultural expectation.

Nicholas Watson pointed out that “Julian’s revelation has an imagistic sparseness and at least a
surface fragmentariness to it that is largely untypical of the experiences of medieval women visionaries,
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and which must initially have been deeply confusing to its recipient” (Watson 1992, p. 85). Not only to
its recipient, but to its scholars, also. However, there is imagery in Julian, although we do not notice it,
as we focus on more important facets of her polysemous text. Just as, in the same way, we forget the
bloodied face of Christ from Chapter 7 of the LT, which seems to be bleeding continuously—for another
ten chapters. Denise Baker argues that of the seven purely corporeal visions (Christ’s head wearing
the Crown of Thorns, His face while being mocked; His scourged bleeding body; the discolouring
of His face during the Agony, His blissful cheer, the Wound in His side and Christ in Glory) the last
three “indicate the direct influence of late medieval iconography”, rather than the Passion narratives
designed for meditation (Baker 1994, pp. 48, 55).

David Aers remarks on the pivotal point, described in Chapter 21 of LT, of Christ’s changing cheer
on the cross at the anticipated moment of His death, and consequently the changing of Julian’s cheer,
making her full merry): “She expects to witness the death, “to have seen the body all deed” (21/379),
an expectation fostered by received traditions of meditation and iconography. To her astonishment,
and to her readers’ astonishment, this is not what she next sees: “I saw him nott so” (21/379). He does
not die and she now encounters a sudden change of his appearance and experiences overwhelming
joy. This truly idiosyncratic choice disrupts the normative late medieval sequence of meditations”
(Aers David 1996, p. 90). He proceeds to say that for a medieval devotee it was highly unusual see no
mourners, no deposition, no burial. Instead Julian enters into a dialogue with a cheerful Christ—still
on the Cross—and it is in this context, Aers rightly notes, “we meet the wound in Christ’s side”
(Aers David 1996, p. 91). Such a turn of the events would be “truly idiosyncratic” if we only derive the
context from the textual Meditationes tradition. The cheerful Christ on the cross at the moment when
He is supposed to be dead, and His active exchange with the present devotee is as an iconographic
motive found in late-medieval art, especially manuscript illumination (Hamburger 1998, pp. 134–42).

The best example comes from the Psalter and the Hours of Bonne of Luxembourg (NY the Met
Museum of Art, The Cloisters Collection 1969 [69.86]), made in Paris in the mid-1340s. A series of
miniatures illustrating the Passion prayer in French contains several images parallel to at least some
of Julian’s experiences. One depicts an abbot, presumably St Bernard of Clairvaux, contemplating a
realistically-rendered crucifix (fol. 295r); a second one represents real Christ, in exactly the same
position, paradoxically alive in his death, gazed upon by Bonne and her husband, implying a
(para-)mystical experience. Jesus is looking amicably on the aristocratic devotees while pointing to the
wound in his side; His gesture as well as the praying gesture of the royal couple is simultaneously
echoed by the two angels (329r). Next, we see the wound itself, looming large among the other
instruments of Christ’s Passion on the arma Christi image, drawing the meditator in through its
entrancing gradient colouring (fol. 331r; the images are reproduced in Hamburger 1998, pp. 140–42; and
on the Metropolitan Museum’s website, http://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/471883
(click “show more”)).

The first vision Julian receives is the profuse bleeding of Christ’s head from under the garland
of thorns, and the Passion in the first part of her vision is mostly reflected on His face, particularly
through the bleeding and the changing of colour. She does not appear to see the familiar Crucifixion
scene, of the full-length figure of Jesus, flanked by Mary and John, or at least this does not become
one of her main visions. She indicates the awareness of the established iconography and perhaps
her surprise at not being given the sight of it when she states, as she closely watches Christ’s face,
that at some point He looked down to the right, where, as she comments in Chapter 25, His Mother
stood at the time of Passion. Christ’s face as the centre of the Passion directly reflects the image of
arma Christi, appearing in Books of Hours, with the head of Jesus, eerily detached from the rest of
the body, surrounded by the instruments of his Passion, such as the nails, whips, and the crown of
thorns (one of the most famous of these images, from the Omne Bonum Encyclopaedia (BL MS Royal
6 E. VI, fol. 15r) even appears on the cover of Elizabeth Dutton’s book on Julian in recognition of its
importance for the visionary process). Some of these images also contained a separate depiction of
Christ’s wound in one of the segments of the “coat-of-arms”, and in Chapter 24 Julian relates how her
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‘understanding’ was led into the wound in Christ’s side, where she found a wonderful space, suitable
for all mankind. Images of this wound abound in late-medieval Books of Hours and solicit special
devotions (e.g., Duffy 2006, p. 38. This devotion may have influenced Fra Angelico’s fresco at San
Marco of the disembodied torturers spitting at (as a mouth) and slapping (as a hand) the blindfolded
Christ, where we sense but do not see, with Christ, his torturers).

In regards to the image of Christ’s face frequently changing colour Julian helpfully gives us the clue
as to where it comes from. In Chapter 10 she directly compares it to the holy Vernicle of Rome, the towel
used by St Veronica to wipe off Christ’s face, kept as a relic in St Peter’s, which, according to pilgrim’s
accounts, miraculously changed colour to display Christ’s Passion. Books of Hours often had an image
of the Vernicle in them (on the importance of the Vernicle see Cooper and Denny-Brown 2014, especially
a critical edition of “O Vernicle” by Ann E. Nichols in it; also Windeatt 2014, pp. 191–92). A particularly
interesting one is found in the East-Anglian mid-fifteenth-century manuscript BL Arundel 302 on
fol. 63r, where Christ’s face is painted in silver and literally changes colour depending on how the
light reflects on the page (http://www.bl.uk/catalogues/illuminatedmanuscripts/ILLUMIN.ASP?
Size=mid&IllID=12316). It is of course too late to have been seen by Julian, but it certainly chimes in
with her extended gazing at the changing face of Christ, allowing not only for a longer, but also for
a more dynamic contemplation of such image. This dynamism, as well as the arma Christi imagery,
also links to medieval religious drama. We know that later the craftsmen’s tools became firmly
associated with the instruments of Christ’s Passion (the York Pinners using the nails to advertise
their craft in the Crucifixion play), while actors playing God and Jesus could have their face gilded
(Cooper and Denny-Brown 2014, p. 174; Muir 1997, p. 33).

Julian’s discussion of the Virgin Mary focuses not so much on her visions of the Mother of God
but on Julian’s contemplation of these visions. However, already in Chapter 4 she describes how she
was shown Mary “ghostly in bodily likeness”, little older than a child, “in a stature as she was when
she conceived”, humbly saying to Gabriel “Lo me here, God’s handmaiden”. The complicated vision
is an expansion the image of Annunciation, which occupied a privileged position of Books of Hours,
particularly those made for women. The words from Luke 1:38, inscribed on banderols, could even be
coming out of the Virgin’s mouth in response to the angelic “Ave Maria”. The same image is evoked in
Chapter 7 when Julian sees Mary “beholding her Maker”, who chose to be born of her, reminiscent of
the presence of God in the Annunciation scenes.

More can be said about the presence of the Hours imagery in Julian, but let us turn now to some
curious visual clues reminiscent of the Psalters. The first is a very famous one and concerns the vision
of the Creation as a small round object in Chapter 5:

Also in this He shewed me a littil thing the quantitye of an hesil nutt in the palme of my
hand, and it was as round as a balle. I lokid there upon with the eye of my understondying
and thowte, What may this be? And it was generally answered thus: It is all that is made.
I mervellid how it might lesten, for methowte it might suddenly have fallen to nowte for littil.

The word “quantity” itself (OF via Latin) is an interesting choice, apparently not found in
Middle English before the very end of the fourteenth century except for one example (T. Wright, Polit.
Songs Eng. (1839) 334, c. 1330: ‘He wole. 3eve the gode man drinke a god quantite’, cited in OED 2019,
and Middle English Dictionary 2013, http://quod.lib.umich.edu). It is usually translated as “the size
of a hazelnut”, but it can equally be the weight, bulk, mass or even, by extension, shape. Thus the
“thing” corresponds with the image of Christ holding an orb—a small round object—in the palm of
His hand, usually in the illustrations to Psalm 109 (“Dixit Dominus”), where the Father and the Son
are depicted as identical twins sitting side by side. The orb is often decorated with tiny trees and
animals, water and firmament, signifying the Creation (an amusing and enlightening dialogue between
a medievalist and a planetary scientist about viewing our planet from the distance see Cohen 2016).
Although these orbs appear in other media, famously in the thirteenth-century Westminster Retable,
Psalters are still the most common place to find them—for example the well-known initial from
the Luttrel Psalter on fol. 203r (http://www.bl.uk/onlinegallery/ttp/luttrell/accessible/images/
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page28full.jpg). A related iconography of The Lord Enthroned (Christ on his own, or surrounded
by the devotees, holding an orb) is also frequently found in Books of Hours, e.g., the Hours of the
Trinity section of the De Bois Hours (c. 1325–30), made in East Anglia and owned by Hawisia de Bois
(Smith 2003, pp. 103–4, 107–9). The Middle English Matins of the Virgin in the Prymer even refers to
Mary as “Blessid modir bi goddis 3ifte, in whos wombe was closed he that is hi3est in all craftis and
holdith the world in his fist”, the final part reminiscent of the Christ with the orb image (Maskell 1846,
p. 6; or Littlehales 1895, p. 2. The phrase itself also echoes Julian’s metaphor of us being “enfolded”
and “beclosed” in God, see LT 5). A similar image is evoked in The Fifteen Oes, where Jesus is said to
be holding the earth in his hand (Windeatt 2014, p. 197).

In this particular case, we have Julian apparently referring to the Dixit Dominus imagery in
Chapter 51, where she explains that although the Son is now seated at the right hand of the Father in
endless peace and rest,

It is not ment that the sonne sittith on the right hand beside as one man sittith by another in
this life—for ther is no such sitting, as to my sight, in the trinite. But he sitteth on his faders
right honed: that is to sey, right iin the hyest nobilite of the faders joy.

Alexandra Barratt has already drawn attention to this passage’s correspondence with the Dixit
Dominus iconography and compared Julian’s interpretation of the Trinity to the image found in a
roughly contemporary manuscript. The image in question comes from the Ormesby Psalter (Bodleian
Library, Douce 366, fol. 147v), made in East Anglia and kept in Norwich cathedral at some point in the
late Middle Ages, where Julian could have seen it. Barratt argues that, similar to the absence of the
dove in this picture, Julian finds it difficult to locate the Holy Spirit within her revelations, and that the
effeminate appearance of the Deity could have contributed to her reading of God (or, rather, Christ) as
our mother (Barratt 2008, p. 51; Windeatt 2014, pp. 198–99). Given that these two types of iconography
seem to have been equally popular at that period, Julian may well have drawn on both of them in
her text.

Another possible source of the “hazelnut” image is also related to the Psalter, although indirectly.
Rosary beads and prayers (vernacular and Latin), associated with Marian Psalters, became a popular
form of monastic and especially lay devotional practice in the late Middle Ages; the earliest rosaries
(dating from the late thirteenth—early fourteenth century, judging by the manuscript evidence) were
most likely composed in the vernacular in the Middle Dutch and Middle German-speaking areas
within the wave of religious reform movement (Winston-Allen 1997, pp. 18–19). Julian was certainly
familiar with this practice and expected her readers to recognise it as well, referring to “bidding
of beds, which arn seid boistrosly with mouth, failing devowte entending and wise diligens the
which we owen to God in our prayors”, when attempting to describe the devilish audio-nightmare
in Chapter 69 of the LT. Chaucer’s Prioress had a rosary, and it appears in many fourteenth and
fifteenth century MSS illuminations, see, for example, Hodges 2005, pp. 108–10. They also appear on
English misericords as an item sometimes specific to lay female devotion, see Christchurch Priory (late
13th century), Ely Cathedral (early 14th century), St Mary’s, Gayton (14th–15th century), Norwich
Cathedral (15th century), St Mary’s, Enville (15th century). Julian herself may have used the rosary in
her daily devotions, as “life-of-Christ meditations ... have characterized the rosary since the fourteenth
century” (Winston-Allen 1997, p. 16). The late 14th-century Middle English devotional poem now
known as Pearl probably replicates a rosary through its structure, with every stanza connecting to
the next through a repeated key word, the last line repeating the first one, with twenty “circular”
sections of five stanzas each and section XV having six stanzas instead, perhaps representative of the
terminal/paternoster bead (Harwood 1991).

Late-medieval rosary beads, particularly those made in Flanders and its neighbouring regions,
were sometimes made of, or looked like, nuts, but more curiously, the largest bead of the rosary
(the terminal bead) was known as the prayer-nut in French (noix de prière; however, the German
Betnuss seems to be a post-medieval term). Sometimes these were used as a separate prayer aid on
their own (see Scholten 2016 for the most recent comprehensive discussion of the prayer huts and
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related items). A number of fifteenth and early sixteenth-century examples of these survive, but there
must have been many more—and probably earlier specimens too—given their highly perishable
nature. A carved sphere, usually made of boxwood and about 4 cm in diameter, opens up to reveal
two or more miniatures in high relief on devotional subjects, most commonly Crucifixion and a
Marian scene (Annunciation or the Virgin with the Child). One of the smallest examples, an early
sixteenth-century prayer-nut now in Hannover, Kestner-Museum measuring 2.5 cm, when opened
reveals an iconographic juxtaposition of the two arguably most important events in the human history:
the Fall and the Crucifixion. Juxtaposing such scenes is not uncommon in visual arts, especially in
the Books of Hours, where in the Hours of the Virgin the Infancy Cycle goes hand in hand with the
Passion Cycle, and Julian’s own near-conflation of the Fall and the Incarnation in LT Chapter 51, albeit
theologically sound, can be at least partially inspired by medieval imagery. The Fall and the Crucifixion,
Ascension, or Pentecost, and everything between them can easily qualify as “all that is made”, and one
wonders if Julian was in possession of, or at least closely observed, one of these objects. As Frits Scholten
observes, a prayer nut is an example of a “tactile cosmology”, a “pocket-sized representation of the
world” (Scholten 2016, p. 67). According to Susan Stewart, one of the consequences of miniaturisations
is “letting go of the narrative and concentrating on contextual information, with the result that an
awareness of ‘temporal closure’ makes way for ‘spatial closure’”—something we observe in Julian’s
text and in her own anchoritic enclose (Stewart 1993, p. 48, cited in Scholten 2016, p. 181).

The concept of collapsing the infinity into a tight space (seeing God in a “point”, in Julian’s words,
LT ch. 11; “The smallest unit of measurement until the introduction of the metric system was the
point, equivalent to 0.2 millimeters, which is actually the same as the point of a needle or a pin”,
Scholten 2016, p. 171) was familiar to medieval devotees, the most obvious example being the divinity
of Christ confined within Mary’s womb, as physically expressed in the statues of “vierge ouvrante”
(see Gertsman 2015)—“heaven and earth in little space”, as the famous Nativity lyric “There is no
rose” points out, “the rose” once again linking us to the rosary. In the already-quoted passage from
Chapter 5, the hazelnut’s litttleness conveys an impression of “all that is made”, as Julian’s own text
reflects her experience of infinity, composed and organized to express it as best as it can, even at the
level of the text’s graphic and aural presentation. Here the fragile and tiny “hesil nutt” has a near
homonym, “nowte”, while “littil” defines the nut both descriptively and orthographically because it is
a palindrome, reflecting the closed loop of the rosary and the roundness of the “thing”.

The second striking example of the imagery found in Psalters is taken from Chapter 10, where
Julian says:

One tyme mine understondyng was led downe into the see ground, and there I saw hill
and dalis grene, semand, as it were, mosse begrowne, with wrekke and with gravel. Than I
understode thus, that if a man or a woman were under the broade watyr, if he might have
sight of God, so as God is with a man continually, he should be save in body and soule and
take no harme.

However unexpected this picture of sea-bottom diving may seem to us now, a user of an illustrated
Psalter would immediately think of the image of David in water, beginning Psalm 68 (69), ‘Unto
the end, for them that shall be changed; for David. Save me, O God: for the waters are come
in even unto my soul. I stick fast in the mire of the deep: and there is no sure standing. I am
come into the depth of the sea: and a tempest hath overwhelmed me’ (e.g., St Omer Psalter, fol.
54v, https://medieval.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/catalog/manuscript_3971; Luttrell Psalter, fol. 121v, http:
//www.bl.uk/manuscripts/FullDisplay.aspx?ref=Add_MS_42130) As the fifteenth century progressed,
David could also be replaced by more generic nudes in water, male and female (Scott 1996, Tables I
and III). Similar imagery is evoked in the Psalm 139:9–10, which usually had no illumination in the
Middle Ages, with some notable exceptions (e.g., the eleventh-century Harley Psalter, British Library
MS 603, http://www.bl.uk/catalogues/illuminatedmanuscripts/record.asp?MSID=18402&CollID=
8&NStart=603).
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Julian is surprised to be shown no Jews and no Purgatory or Hell, which contributes to her
doubts about the nature and the orthodoxy of her revelation—particularly given that Doom pictures
were common enough in East Anglia, primarily as west-wall church murals (Cf Psalters: Ps 38 Dixit
custodiam (e.g., Macclesfield or Ormesby Psalters) depicts Christ before Pilate, with unpleasant-looking
Jews.). Almost no images of Purgatory appear in English devotional manuscripts, although the locus
itself was a major concern for the late-medieval believers, as demonstrated by Birgitta of Sweden’s and
her copycat Margery Kempe’s prophecies, and it is certainly extremely unlikely to find these in Psalters
and Books of Hours (see http://www.medievalbooksofhours.com/learn). Betrayal scenes feature in
these books only occasionally, and the earlier Crucifixes are quite laconic, with Jews or Roman soldiers
usually featuring in the more elaborate compositions of contemporary altarpieces, such as the late
14th-century Despenser Altar in Norwich cathedral. Equally, the Judgment is not usually a part of a
more conventional illustrative programme. When Julian states that today is “the Domesday for me”
she is probably partly referencing illuminated Apocalypses of the first half of the fourteenth century
and perhaps even the famous bosses of the Norwich cathedral cloister, about which she must have at
least heard.

Less obvious yet plausible examples of sources of Julian’s imagery found in Psalters and Hours
include the just over-the-knee long, worn-out “kirtle” of the Servant. It simultaneously reminds us of
the clothes of the delving Adam (most famously in the Canterbury Cathedral twelfth-century stained
glass), or Christ as a gardener in the “noli me tangere” scene (more typical for the fifteenth-century
continental iconography, as in British Library King’s 5 of 1405, fol. 23r (http://www.bl.uk/catalogues/
illuminatedmanuscripts/ILLUMIN.ASP?Size=mid&IllID=3579)—the English Hours and Psalters
preferred depicting Christ with labarum, not spade), and of the loincloth of the Crucifixion from
the late thirteenth and fourteenth century, which is more substantial than the later diaper-type, more
typical from the fifteenth century onwards. It is particularly noticeable in the Deposition scene found in
books, with Christ’s loincloth hanging down to the ground, his floppy arms around the person below
the cross, both embracing (Julian’s “enfolding”) and flapping like a drying cloth from Chapter 17 of the
Showings. One also wonders if the famous defecation passage in Chapter 6 of the Paris manuscript of
the LT could have been inspired by the manuscript marginalia similar to those found in the Gorleston
Psalter and its “colleagues” (http://www.bl.uk/manuscripts/Viewer.aspx?ref=add_ms_49622_fs001r).

3. Conclusions

Despite her (perhaps unconscious) dependence on the images and illuminated books, Julian
gently criticizes their over-use as devotional means, as she says in the same Chapter 6:

And at the same time, the custom of our prayer was brought to my mind, how that we use
for un-knowing of love to make many means. Then saw I verily that it is more worship to
God and more very delight that we faithfully pray to himself out of his goodness . . . , than if
we made all the means that heart can think of. For if we make all these means, it is too little
and not full worship to God.

As she lists these means: praying to Christ’s flesh, blood, Passion, death, wounds, His Mother, His
Cross, the “special saints” and the “blessed company of heaven”, a Book of Hours again comes to
mind, with its images, its Hours of the Virgin and of the Cross and the litanies of saints, often “special”,
that is customised for the use of the owner. She, however, is far from dismissing them altogether,
stating that “it pleases [God] that we seek him and worship him through [these] means, understanding
and knowing that he is the goodness of all”. This is not necessarily a sign that Julian is trying to avoid
accusations of being a Lollard, who rejected devotional images; she could have been thinking of such
“means” becoming luxury status symbols, used for showing off rather than true devotion, as ridiculed
by her French contemporary Eustache Deschamps in the case of Books of Hours:
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A book of hours, too, must be mine, where subtle workmanship will shine, of gold and azure,
rich and smart, arranged and painted with great art, covered with fine brocade of gold; and
there must be, so as to hold the pages closed, two golden clasps (Panofsky 1953, p. 68)

The images of Julian’s own book are not physical, gilded pictures on expensive velum, but mostly
mental, which she, in turn, “forms in our understanding”. This modesty continued in the manuscript
of the Passion of Christ by Michael de Massa made for Julian’s neighbour, Miles Stapleton (MS Bodley
758), whose daughter Emma later became an anchoress in the Carmelite priory not far from St Julian’s
(perhaps influenced by Julian herself, whom she must have known) and whose other daughter, Ela
Brewes (grandmother to Margery Brewes of the first Valentine letter fame), inherited the book in
1443 (Hill 2006, p. 175; Meale 2009, pp. 83–84). It contains one simple monochrome illustration: the
opening Crucifixion, the only colour added being the red of the blood. What is remarkable about
this image is that, in keeping with Julian’s words, only “Christ’s friends” are present, including the
medieval scribe and illuminator. In her earlier life Julian expressed a strong wish to be at the Cross
with Mary Magdalen (LT 2), and here we have the hem of the saint’s garment breaking the frame of the
image, overhanging it towards the viewer, connecting the two dimensional with the three dimensional,
the inanimate with the live, the past with the present, in a truly mystical fashion.

As an author of a contemplative text, Julian is certainly pushing beyond imagery, but the roots
of her revelations are nonetheless to be found in these very means she both criticises and defends.
It is difficult to accept that Julian included an apology for devotional images, found in her ST, only
out of fear of being mistaken for a Lollard (“Notwithstandinge that I leeved sadlye alle the peynes
of Criste as halye kyrke shewes and teches, and also the paintinges of crucifexes that er made be the
grace of God aftere the techinge of haly kyrke to the liknes of Cristes passion, als farfurthe as manes
witte maye reche—noughtwithstondinge alle this trewe beleve, I desirede a bodilye sight, wharein I
might have more knawinge of bodelye paines of oure lorde oure savioure, and of the compassion of
oure ladye, and of alle his trewe loverse that were belevande his paines that time and sithene” (Julian
of Norwich 2006, p. 63). However, even if it was the case, the apology was removed from the LT
altogether. Affective piety, whether its practitioners want it or not, is grounded in everyday materiality,
in the inevitability of the embodied-ness, embedded-ness of the mind, of the word made flesh, and it
is only natural that we may wish to study the fruit of these devotions through the workings of our
own bodies, such as the ability to see, produce, and describe images. The age of multidisciplinarity
increasingly means that we cannot separate the study of the human culture from the study of human
physiology. Far from eliminating the mystery and trying to know “our Lords privy councell” (LT,
ch. 30), or reducing Julian to a set of symptoms, reading the Revelations with psychology and mind
science reminds us of how the unfathomable complexity of our organisms create the “difference in
sameness” (McGilchrist 2010, p. 53), and how physical processes, affecting a brain just like ours, led to
the creation of a work which has a power to amaze, comfort, inspire, frustrate, and puzzle over six
hundred years later.
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Abstract: The present paper explores domestic devotional practices in Ragusa (modern day Dubrovnik)
from the late-thirteenth through the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. Considering that important
advancements in the understanding of domestic devotions in major Mediterranean cities have recently
been made—particularly in Venice—the scrutiny of Ragusan sources enables further reflections on
the same phenomena in minor Adriatic centres. Considering the paucity of preserved objects, and the
fact that no late medieval domestic space of that time has survived in Dubrovnik, one must turn to
archival sources to answer questions pertaining to the arrangements and uses of spaces of domestic
worship. Three aspects are analysed here: privately owned chapels—adjoined to the dwellings
of urban nobility, prayer areas and holy images inside the houses, and relics in the possession of
individuals. In light of its source-driven approach, a significant part of this paper is devoted to the
issue of the terminology of devotional props in contemporary documents. On a more general level,
the paper aims at showing how, although no direct evidence of domestic devotional practices survives
(such as in-depth textual evidence), all indications suggest that it was a deeply family-centred matter.
Accordingly, particular attention is paid to the city’s most prominent families, such as Volcassio,
Volzio and Sorgo. Finally, the evidence presented in this paper, gathered from both published and
unpublished sources, offers valuable material for reflections on the spatial arrangements of domestic
devotional spaces, not necessarily confined to the members of a single household, but, through
hereditary rights, tied to specific lineages.

Keywords: medieval Ragusa; domestic devotion; devotional triptychs; ecclesiola; domestic chapel;
Holy-Sepulchre chapels; jus patronatus; privately owned relics

1. Introduction

Valuable advancements have recently been made in the understanding of domestic devotion,
both in terms of the wide variety of holy objects in homely settings, and their use in devotions
(Kasl 2004; Webb 2005; Cooper 2006; Nalle 2008; Kolpacoff Deane 2013; Baldissin Molli et al. 2018).
The studies have revealed a rich domestic culture of households that has previously gone unnoticed
in favour of the concept of (medieval) homes as strictly secular spaces. In tackling this presumption,
the interest of scholars turned to major cities, so exemplary studies were carried out for fifteenth- and
sixteenth-century Florence (Lydecker 1987; Schmidt 2005; Mattox 2006). Initial endeavours aimed at
investigating more expected forms of domestic devotion, such as the construction of household chapels
and domestic altars, yet the complexity of scrutinising these aspects of medieval homes lies in the
fact that a range of objects in everyday use could have possessed religious qualities (Musacchio 2000;
Morgan 2017, pp. 215–18; Howard et al. 2017).

Sources relating to this topic regarding Venice (Morse 2007, 2013a), furthermore, have painted a
rich picture of the influx of religion in the city’s case, pointing to the multifaceted range of devotional
props of various iconographies and settings (Morse 2007, p. 184). Interest in these topics is continuously
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growing, and the second wave of studies tends to overcome the focus on the most prominent cities by
paying closer attention to lesser-studied regions. In the interest of furthering this debate, the desiderata of
these studies aims at offering nuanced insights into the general and specific phenomena of certain cities
and regions, which could then be compared cross-regionally, and occasionally, cross-confessionally, as
well (cf. Bacci 2018).

A substantial body of documents relating to study of medieval and early modern domestic
devotional art in the cities on the eastern shore of the Adriatic have been published, but these have
rarely been considered in the light of practices of household piety.1 A convenient place to start is
Ragusa (modern day Dubrovnik), given that the city archives store hundreds of documents (either
contracts, last wills or inventories of household goods) mentioning images in the broader sense of the
word. These are consistently referred to as anconae or iconae and, hence, are not necessarily “icons”
and not exclusively panel paintings. These documents—the vast majority of which refer to the images
in a domestic context—were collected and edited in the early 1950s (Tadić 1952, vols. I and II). How
frequently these pious domestic paintings were in inventoried households is hard to tell, due to the lack
of extensive quantitative research on the subject (although it has been estimated that ninety percent of
Venetian households possessed at least one devotional image, cf. (Morse 2007, pp. 163–65)). Finally,
Dubrovnik’s medieval and early modern domestic architecture is fairly well researched—including the
interiors of homes—but the sacred space within them has been left underexplored (cf. Grujić 2013).

This paper, accordingly, draws on the research carried out for other (mostly Italian) cities, aiming to
reconstruct the range of domestic devotional spaces and objects in late medieval Ragusa. Considering
the paucity of devotional objects preserved, this can only be done through an attentive reading of
archival sources, which are abundant in number but scant in description of domestic devotional props.
In this sense, one is inevitably faced with the problem of terminology in medieval notary documents,
so a significant part of the paper is devoted to this important issue. Of particular interest here, however,
is not the typology of devotional objects per se, but the question of their enshrinement in houses, as
well as their role in the life of their beholders, and, more specifically, in the context of family values of
that time. This paper, therefore, tries to scrutinise sources on the material culture of domestic devotion,
as well as analyse indirect evidence on the practices of domestic piety, most notably the iconography
of holy images. The paper is divided into three sections devoted to freestanding private chapels,
indoor devotional places (in both well-off and ordinary households), and privately owned relics,
respectively. Such an approach aims at investigating the “local religion” (French 2014) of medieval
Dubrovnik through the examination of sources on the appearances and audiences of domestic chapels
and household shrines—key places of everyday spiritual life.

2. Freestanding Chapels of Private Foundations and Their Domestic Setting

The most opulent form of domestic devotion was the ownership of a chapel with the bishop’s
concession to hold masses. This form of piety was restricted to the highest ranks of society, which
could afford such oratories to be built next to their mansions. As can be deduced from the sources, this
was a custom of earlier centuries (the first recorded examples in Dubrovnik date from the early middle
ages), which was to die out by the end of the fifteenth century. Moreover, such private chapels were
first and foremost a matter of the urban fabric, given that free space inside the city walls was restricted.
The later chapels (starting from the late fourteen to early fifteenth century), therefore, were more often
constructed inside the houses themselves, or, as we shall see, outside the city walls.

The earliest example that will be discussed is that of the Volcassio family, Pasqua (d. 1293) and
Damian (d. 1295), sons of Vukas. The two brothers were arguably the most prosperous Ragusans at

1 A notable exception are the reflections on medieval devotional culture of the city of Kotor, in modern day Montenegro
(Živković 2016). Apart from the documents on medieval Ragusa, which will be analysed in this paper, sources have been
gathered for Zadar, and briefly discussed in (Hilje 2000). For discussion of fifteenth-century prayer books in Dubrovnik,
mostly regarding their dating and decoration, see (Prijatelj Pavičić 2011).
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the close of the thirteenth century (Vekarić 2012, p. 339; Benyovsky Latin and Ledić 2014, pp. 13–15),
and their testaments contain detailed accounts of household chapels. Pasqua’s last will reveals that
he was responsible for the construction of the Trinity chapel, adjacent to his houses. Although fully
constructed, the chapel lacked an official consecration at the time of Pasqua’s death, so this task was
assigned to epitropi (testamentary executors). As articulated in the text of the testament, the chapel
was to be supplied with liturgical utensils and a missal, both to be used daily whilst the commissioner’s
wife Dessa was still living.2 After her death, the funds for the church were to be obtained from the
lease of his properties and administered by the city’s treasurers (which were responsible for collecting
and distributing the rent, according to the testament).3 The right of patronage (jus patronatus) of the
Trinity chapel, as specified in Pasqua’s testament, was hereditary.4

Pasqua’s brother Damian made similar arrangements for a chapel erected on his private terrain,
similarly adjoining his house.5 The titular of the chapel is not explicitly stated in his testament, yet it
is reported that it was erected to honour God Almighty, Virgin and All Saints. This chapel was not
consecrated by the time of Damian’s death, and his last will does not reference any liturgical utensils
for serving mass. The funds for its upkeep were procured through the rent of his house and shops in
Ragusa, and (if needed) a house in Venice; the sum of money bequeathed for the chapel corresponded to
31 perpers, of which 25 were destined to Franciscan friars who were responsible for saying daily mass,
while six perpers were suffice to supply the chapel with candles, and ensure its constant illumination by
oil lamps.6 However, at the time of his death, Damian was not confident that the friars would carry out
their appointed duty, so he suggested an alternative: if friars refused to say a daily mass, his epitropi
were obliged to procure a chaplain to regularly celebrate mass for 25 perpers—that is, for an equal sum
given to the friars. In case no priest could be found for day-to-day service, three or four masses could
be said by the priest (for five perpers) and masses on other days could be celebrated by the friars (for
20 perpers, instead of 25 for seven masses). Regardless, the sum of the service in the chapel would not
exceed 25 perpers.

Damian was particularly close to the friars; they are at the top of the list of his testamentary
bequests, and he ordered his tomb monument to be erected in their church.7 Although, on his deathbed,
Damian was not sure whether the friars would celebrate mass, his concerns were unnecessary, given
that, almost a century later, in 1383, they were still in charge of the chapel. In the proclamation of
the sale of two shops in Ragusa and half of a house, in the contrada of Sancti Maphey de Rivealtis in
Venice, the levies on these real estates are listed, among which were one perper and one gross pro
oleo capelle Damiani de Volcassio, and six perpers fratribus minoribus pro officiando cappellam Damian de

2 Item volo quod debeat (epitropi, op.a.) sacrari ecclesia sancte Trinitatis quam feci (cancell. laborari; edificari) iuxta domus meas pro
anima mea et patris et matris mee et omnium meorum mortuorum. Et debeant fieri in dicta ecclesia paramenta et calix de argento et liber
missalis et debeat celebrari missa in dicta ecclesia omni die in vita uxoris mee. ( . . . ) (Čremošnik 1951, p. 230).

3 On the role of the city’s treasurers, see (Lonza 2012, pp. 33–35).
4 Et volo et ordino quod ista predicta ecclesia numquam debeat esse in hereditario (Čremošnik 1951, p. 230).
5 Ordino quod ecclesia mea quam hedificari feci in territorio meo juxta domum meam propriis meis expensis ad honorem et reverentiam Dei

Omnipotentis et beate Marie Virginis et Omnium Sanctorum pro salute (anime mee) ac patris et matris mee et aliorum meorum tam
vivorum quam defunctorum, debeat officiari a fratribus minoribus, qui cotidie dicant unam missam in eadem ecclesia. Et missam ibi
cellebraret . . . pro salute anime mee et omnium predicatorum inperpetuum. ( . . . ) Et volo et ordino, quod pitropi mei, qui per (tempora
fuerint) de conductura seu pensione domus mee, que est in campo, debeant extrahere et accipere perperos XXXI annuatim. De quibus
yperperis volo, quod pitropi mei debeant dare predicti fratribus minoribus pro officio dicte ecclesie mee yperperos XXV annuatim. Et sex
yperperos residuos a predictis debeant dare iste ecclesie . . . pro luminaribus scilicet oleo et candellis. Qui si ipsi fratres minores nollent
dictam ecclesiam pro aliquo modo quo dictum est officiare, volo quod dicti pitropi mei inveniant unum honestum sacerdotem qui dicam
debet cotidie officiare, cui sacerdoti de illis viginti quinque yperperis ( . . . ) voluerit officiare ecclesiam meam predictam solummodo
quatuor diebus in qualibet epdamada dicendo missam in eadem ecclesia. Volo quod ipsi fratres minores habeant de conductura domos mee
predicte yperperos viginti de illis yperperis viginti quinque supradictis. Et pro residuis tribus diebus epdomade, in quibus unus sacerdos
bonus et honestus debeat dictam ecclesiam officiare, dentur eidem sacerdoti quinque yperperi residui a predictis pro illis triebus diebus. Et
volo, quod dicta ecclesia mea deveniat ad aliquem clericum eciam si esset de domo mea tam secundum jus patronatus quam secundam
aliquam consuetudinem sicut superius ordinatum est. (Lučić 1993, p. 279).

6 Around 1300, one perper corresponded to twelve grossi, whereas several dozen perpers were an adequate sum for a wooden
house; see (Živković 1985, pp. 36–37).

7 sepulturam meam eligo apud fratres minores de Ragusio (Lučić 1993, p. 279).
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Volcasso (DADU, Vend. Canc., 4, fol. 4r).8 Therefore, even though the sums of the bequests do not
match perfectly, the real estate sold in 1383 was the same one owned by Damian. More importantly,
the chapel in question was still called by the name of its founder and, according to his wish, continued
to be served by Franciscans (whether this was on a daily basis cannot be established by existing
documentation). The same document, moreover, refers to the chapel as capella S. Marie de Volcasso
(Vend. Canc., 4, fol. 3v), which is the first and only mention of its dedication.9 Later records, from 1422,
attest that the chapel of his brother, Pasqua’s Trinity chapel, was served by the friars as well, at the
wish of his son, Matthew (d. before 1340).10

The evidence of the brothers’ chapels reveals a great deal about them, but it leaves us with
unanswered questions. Does the fact that both chapels were contiguous to the dwellings (and that they
were hereditary) make them the Volcassio brothers’ “private” chapels? It is beyond doubt that these
sacred buildings perpetuated the memory of their founders and endowers, yet their original spatial
context and use is far from certain. One is left wondering whether they were connected to the brothers’
houses by internal doors, or if there was but one entrance, from the (public) street. Moreover, it is not
known if these chapels were used exclusively by the members of the owners’ household, or if they were
public oratories, also frequented by the common congregation of the neighbourhood. In the absence of
other information, we might turn to a later (seventeenth-century) situation in the former Sorgo manor
(from the nineteen century, Bishop’s palace). This lavish patrician house adjoined the early medieval
church of Saint Cosmas and Damian, likely dating from the eleventh century (Fisković 1997). The main
entrance to the church was from the public space, while the interior of the house communicated with
the church through an empora (Figure 1), located just above its main altar (Belamarić 2018, pp. 28, 35).
If this was, indeed, a corresponding situation to that of the much earlier Volcassio chapels, than these
two early structures (referred to in testaments as “churches”, yet in later sources as “chapels”), could
have been both “private”/“domestic” and open to the public. The fact that they possessed a missal,
and that the search for a chaplain was of prime importance to their commissioners, confirm that the
edifices in question differed little from other cities’ churches.

 

Figure 1. Empora in the Bishop’s palace (former Sorgo manor); the opening with shutters is located
just above the main altar of Saint Cosmas and Damian church, Dubrovnik (photo by Dean Tošović).

8 Further documents reveal that friars continued to serve Damianus’ chapel, as was the case in 1461 (LAT, p. 205).
9 On the basis of later documents, it has been proposed that the chapel was dedicated to the Nativity (Beritić 1956, p. 69; taken

up by Benyovsky Latin and Ledić 2014, p. 32).
10 (day unknown)-09-1422 . . . dar ali frari minori de Ragusio per officiar la cappella de Sancta Trinita apresso la casa de Lauriça de

Volchasso segondo el legatto del ditto Mathio (LAT, p. 201).
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Permission to hold masses in such chapels had to be obtained from the bishop, but, given that the
Archives of the Archbishopric burned down in the fire that followed the disastrous earthquake of 1667,
these documents are not available. Thankfully, some licences were recorded in notarial series, such as
the permission granted to Jacobus Sorgo (d. 1401; cf. Vekarić 2015, pp. 165–66) at the closing of the
fourteenth century, for the newly built Trinity chapel (the titular obviously fashionable among Ragusan
noblemen). The cathedral chapter, represented by Deacon Dominicus Ribiça, with the consent of the
Archbishop Petrus, conceded the right to hold masses and divine offices in the ecclesia seu cappella,
built by Sorgo next to the communal wells (but apparently not attached to his house). According to
the dedication ritual, which is described in detail, the cornerstone of the future Trinity chapel was to
be blessed by the bishop in the Ragusan cathedral and laid in the ground at the future construction
site of the chapel. Once the chapel was finished, the episcopal permission to hold masses was to be
displayed in the church and sealed in red wax. The seal is precisely described in the licentia: its upper
zone was occupied by the Virgin and Child, the central one by three unnamed saints, and the lower by
a kneeling bishop and other insigniae (Div. Not., 10, fols. 133rv).11 A corresponding dedication practice
can therefore be envisaged for other undocumented cases.

The most puzzling instance of privately owned oratories are the “domestic” chapels of Andreas
Volzio (d. 1429).12 Tuscan humanist Philippus de Diversis, in his “Description of Ragusa” (1440),
informs us that this prominent nobleman visited the Holy Land twice. Upon returning from these
pilgrimages, Volzio commissioned a pair of Holy Sepulchre replicas: one in domo propria in the city,
and the second one in “one of his beautiful gardens”, located outside the city walls (de Diversis 2004,
p. 183).13 Since both Volzio’s chapels, erected ad similitudinem sanctum sepulcrum domini Jhesu, have
perished, it is unknown whether their layouts reproduced the forms of the actual Holy Sepulchre.
Although one could assume that both chapels were used privately, further information provided by
Diversis attests to varied uses, regardless of their spatial context. The garden chapel, for instance,
was frequented by numerous priests, which were hosted by Volzio “to the glory of the Saviour”
(de Diversis 2004, p. 183).

In short, the case of Volzio’s chapels, like the ones already discussed, palpably attests to how
“domesticity”—a term that can be applied both to a (private) home and a garden—is rather slippery in
discussion of these edifices (cf. Garnett and Rosser 2019, pp. 45–46).14 These hereditary cappellae and

11 Venerabilis vir Dominicus de Ribiça canonicus ecclesiae Ragusinae se confitetur quod in MCCCLXXXVI indictione VIIII die septimo
Junii, dum tunc temporis esset vicarius in tempore liberis et spiritualibus reverendi in Christo patris et domini, domini fratris Petri dei
et apostolice sedis gratia, archiepiscopi Ragusini, ut patet per publicum infrascriptum scripti manu Theodori Scolmafogia de Brundisio
presens imperiali auctoritate notari et tunc juramentis notarius et cancellarius comunis Ragusii anno domini MCCCLXXVIIII indictione
secunda die quinto mensis novembris, a me notario infrascripto iusum, lectum et plenarie intellectum dedit, cessit et concessit nobili viro
ser Jacobo de Sorgo liberam licentiam et autoritatem et consensum virtute dicti vicariatus hedificandi et construendi unam ecclesiam
seu capellam principaliter sub vocabulo et nomine Sancte et indivindue Trinitatis in dyocesi Ragusi et civitate iuxta puteum comunis
qui dicitur illorum de Zrieva, et cum fuerit edificata in ea celebrari faciendi solemnia missarum et divina officia que in sacrosanctis
aliis bulatum bulla pendenti ad cordulam facta in cera nova et ab intra cum cera rubea in cuius scultura et figura beate Virginis cum
filio in superiori parte, in medio tres figure sanctorum et in inferiori parte figura unius episcopi genuflexi, cum insignis a parte. Cum
niuno interferi quibus melius potuit et valuit ad augmentum divini cultus ecclesiis celebrantur, et hec licentia concessa est dicto ser
Jacobo presenti et in stante petenti dicatam licentiam sibi concedi, presente reverendo in Christo patre fratre Petro ordinis minorum dei
et apostolice sedis gratia episcopo soacensis epiri primum lapidem in dicta ecclesiae benedixit (et dompno Petro caput apis cancell.)
in ecclesia Sancte Marie maioris et dompno Petro caput apis qui dictum lapidem portavit et in fundamento posuit ac domino Blasio
dicto Vlacota Janice et aliis pluribus presentibus concessioni dicte licentie tunc facte seu concesse in quorum omnium testiomonium
et cuiusdam veritatis dictus dyaconus Dominicus presens instrumentum scribi iussit et sigilli sui tunc vicariatus aprendere muniri.
Presentibus nobilibus iuris ser Petro de Saracha iudice et ser Volço de Babalio testes.

12 His biography, including important duties he carried out, can be found in (Vekarić 2015, pp. 264–65).
13 ( . . . ) Andreas Martoli de Volzio nobilis ( . . . ) qui cum bis visitasset sanctum sepulcrum domini Jhesu, illius similitudinem Ragusii in

domo propria studit hedificare, et extra urbis moenia apud quoddam eius tunc pulcrum viridarium, ubi saepis sacerdotes congregans eos
honore Salvatoris nostris pascebat. This instance was briefly discussed in the context of garden architecture and design in late
medieval and early modern Dubrovnik, by (Šišić 2008, pp. 50–52).

14 This is further corroborated by the arrangements made by Andreas’ son, Johannes, for the chapel dedicated to St Nicholas
of Tolentino in 1459. The chapel, erected to honour the recently canonised saint (1446), was also located in the courtyard
of his house (but inside the walls). However, the chapel was not in any way “private” or “household”; fifteenth-century
sources attest that a group of tertiaries resided there, and the chapel was, in fact, adjoined to the hospital, founded in 1451
(Beritić 1956, pp. 56–57).
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ecclesiae, founded and upkept by distinguished families—even when adjoined to houses and built on
the private land—could have been accessible to different and diverse audiences. After all, accessibility
to such structures is linked to the commissioner’s need to enhance their household prestige and secure
that their souls are adequately prayed for. The conflation of public and private can also be seen in
family altars, in churches where donors merged their spiritual needs with (similar) sophisticated
representational strategies (cf. Bacci 2009; Murat 2014). To put it simply, hereditary chapels would not
have fulfilled their purpose if they had been restricted to household members alone.

3. Indoor Domestic Spaces and Holy Images: Iconographies and Uses

According to the sources analysed, freestanding chapels, being limited to the social elite, were
rather rare. Domestic devotional spaces, generally speaking, were confined within the walls of houses,
and such examples can be found in the dwellings of urban nobility and commoners alike. For instance,
in 1491, three perpers for illuminating the chapel in la casa of Dime Benessa (d. 1403), bought by
Franciscus Benessa, were transferred to the altar of St Anthony in the chapterhouse of the Franciscan
friary (LAT, p. 287).15 That is, the bequest for lighting a domestic church ended when the house in
which it was located changed owner. In all likelihood, the chapel in the house was a room adapted to
the purposes of an oratory. Apart from such rooms-chapels, devotional spaces could have been located
in the courtyards. For instance, Trippe Bona, in his testament of 1463, bequeathed 40 perpers for an
image of the Nativity (la istoria dela natividade del nostro Salvator) to be placed on the altar of the courtyard
chapel of his caxa grande.16 The structure is referred to as capella pizola, which could imply that it was
a chapel of a reduced size, most likely smaller than the ones of the Volcassio brothers, conceivably
similar to the street tabernacle-like shrines that are still in place in virtually every Mediterranean city
(cf. Muir 1989).

The most commonplace in-door arrangement that formed the sacred spot of houses—a devotional
image protected by wooden cupboards of tabernacle-like appearance—was customarily called glesiola,
a vulgarised derivative of Latin ecclesiola, literally “small church” or a “chapel”.17 The contracts for such
structures are rather sparsely recorded, as the structures were accessible wooden caskets, produced
serially and therefore not commissioned for specific spaces and patrons. There are, nevertheless,
notable exceptions. In 1369, Master Johannes Pavesarius stipulated a contract with Martinus Sorgo to
deliver duas glesiolas, one smaller and the other one larger (Tadić 1952, vol. I, p. 16, doc. 48). Both
glesiolae were to be painted with azurite, gilded, and ornamented with precisely 51 painted stars.18 The
two decorated cupboards for holding devotional objects were commissioned for a rather modest price
of six ducats.19 Given that no specific images or iconographies are mentioned in the contract, it could
be presumed that Sorgo asked for a new chest for images he already possessed. There are indications
that such decorated structures did not necessarily hold only one sacred object. The list of possessions
of a certain Calea Greca, compiled after her death in 1382, mentions a “chest” with no less than four
devotional images (una glesiola cum quatuor anconellis inter), (Div. Canc. 25, fol. 143r).20

15 1491. adi 19 giuglio. Ser Dragoie de ser Aluvise de Gozze de dar, come apar in diversse de nottaria sotto questo di, li perperi tre che se
pagavano per el ditto ser Dragoie per aluminare la capela in la caxa de ser Dime de Benessa, comprada per ser Francisco St. de Benessa,
sono apicade al altar de santo Antonio de Padua apresso la sepultura di quelli de Benessa in capitulo delo convento de San Francisco.

16 Voglio et ordino che in nostra capella existente in lo cortivo nostro dela caxa grande sia facta una inchona allo altare della capella pizola
che io fexi construere de iperperi XL, et sia la istoria dela natividade del nostro Salvator.

17 It is important to note that Venetian documents of the same time almost exclusively employ the simple term “chest” (armarol,
or armarol de santi), (Valenzano 2018, p. 29; Coccato 2018, p. 159). For general observations on the terminology of Florentine
material, see (Schmidt 2005, pp. 50–63).

18 [facere] duas glesiolas: 1 magnam et aliam parvam, videlicet de faciendo ipsas glesiolas depingi de açuro fino, et retaies unum depingere
de açuro fino et aliud cum auro de duchato. Et ponere stellas LI dictis II glesiolas copertas de auro fino.

19 For an examination of prices in fourteenth-century Ragusan painting, see (Fisković 1983).
20 In late fifteenth- and sixteenth-century records, such ensembles are more rarely referred to as “revetment” of anconae:

clausura, clissura or glissura (Tadić 1952, vol. I, p. 236, doc. 487; vol. II, p. 28, doc. 804, 32, doc. 818, 97–98; Fisković 1990,
pp. 149–50, doc. 978).
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In the fifteenth century, preserved contracts regularly describe simultaneous commission of
images for devotional purposes and their correspondent cupboards. In 1443, prolific Ragusan painter
Johannes Ugrinovich Zornea (Ivan Ugrinović) agreed to craft a wooden tabernacle (capela) containing
three unnamed (saintly) figures (Tadić 1952, vol. I, p. 138, doc. 299).21 From this, it is reasonable to
deduce that the commissioner, Nicolaus Bona, ordered a triptych, the prevailing design of medieval
domestic imagery.22 The central field most likely represented the Virgin and Child (the other, less
likely, option, is the commissioner’s name-saint) while the other two figures were depicted on the inner
sides of the shutters. Several years later, Ugrinovich’s son, Stephanus, stipulated an analogous contract
with Radissa Goicich by agreeing to craft an image of an unspecified subject (using gold, azurite, and
other colours, ad laudem cuiuslibet magistri), which was incorporated in a wooden jesiola, designed by a
carpenter named Petrus.23

Although these later documents reveal much about the process of commissioning and designing
such devotional structures, they offer no information on their subject matter. In a similar way,
household inventories, when referencing these compositions, do not comment upon their iconography,
but their condition and aesthetic quality; appellations that are given are beautiful (ancona pulcra), gilded
(a. deaurata), small (anconetta, a. pizola), sizeable (a. granda), etc. The term ancona greca (or alla greca / a
modo greco), that has received notable attention in recent years, with regard to the devotional potential
of archaizing images (Nagel and Wood 2010; Drandaki 2014; also—in the Ragusan context—Demori
Staničić 2013), starts occurring in the sources only from the beginning of the sixteenth century.24

Notarial records do not specify where exactly these shrines were located, or how they were
displayed—for instance, if they were hung on a wall or placed on a horizontal surface. Nevertheless,
there are clues regarding the typical location of these domestic shrines in Ragusan houses, notably
in references to anconae and giesiolae “da camera”.25 Camera could refer to any room in the house,
but the most reasonable choices are the sala grande and the bedchamber. Indeed, evidence exists for
(at least) two sacred images in houses. The most illustrative example is the house of Antonius de Primo,
which cherished two figurae della Madonna: one in prima camera and the other one in camera de sopra
(Tadić 1952, vol. II, p. 28, doc. 801). Contrary to the situation in Florence—where devotional works
were almost exclusively located in sleeping spaces (Wilkins 2002, p. 377)—evidence from Venice attests
to a different placement of such images (Morse 2007, p. 161). Importantly, these “multiple locations of
devotion” were not confined to spaces strictly for personal use (such as bedrooms), but to the receiving
areas of homes as well (Morse 2007, pp. 161–62).

In Venetian houses and palaces, the places of devotion were often porticos (Morse 2013b).
In Ragusa it was sala grande, commonly the first floor of the house. The simultaneous commissioning
of two cupboards (as in the quoted case of Martinus Sorgo) is the strongest evidence of the location
of such shrines in more than one room of the house. Given that the glesiolae commissioned by Sorgo
differed in size, it is possible to speculate that the smaller one was intended for the bedroom, while
the larger one could have occupied a more prominent and spacious place in the house of this noble
family, arguably their sala grande. There are indications—albeit later—of sacred images in other parts
of houses, such as the una incona dela Madonna dorada, that was hung in the kitchen (Tadić 1952, vol. II,

21 [facere] unam capelam, ligni intagliatam, de qua ipsi convenerunt ad invicem, videlicet, pulchram et laudabilem cum tribus figuris.
22 Although no example from the period in question has survived, the typology has persisted well into the modern period, see,

for instance, (Gamulin 1991, pp. 68–69).
23 [facere] unam anchonam de auro fino et azuro fino et coloribus finis ad laudem cuiuslibet magistri, omnibus expensis eiusdem Stepani,

et circumcirca ipsam anconam et quadrum facere jesiolam pulchram et firmam. Que anchona debet esse ad ilam mensuram, videlicet
altitudinem, longitudinem et altitudinem (!) quam ordinabit Petar marangonus.

24 For instance, una figura mia alla greca, bequeathed in 1508 (Tadić 1952, vol. II, p. 33); for other contemporary denominations
of domestic images, see (Musacchio 2000, p. 151; Morse 2007, p. 159). Images alla greca in Adriatic cities have received
significant attention in this volume by (Voulgaropoulou 2019, pp. 14–19).

25 [inaurare] unum quadrum seu unam anchonam cum ecclesiola a camera, de bono opere et fino auro (Tadić 1952, vol. I, pp. 168–69,
doc. 357), and unum quadrum de camera cum casselleta magnum et pulchrum ( . . . ) et bene intagliatum quantum dare possit
(Tadić 1952, vol. I, pp. 198–99, doc. 414).
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p. 33, doc. 823).26 After all, the movability of objects and chests of reduced size made it possible to
relocate them according to the needs and wishes of household members, just as the sacred content of
wooden cupboards could have been replaced with new devotional objects (not necessarily images, as
shall be discussed below).

A surviving example offers a glimpse into what these domestic images might have looked like.
The Madonna and Child (Figure 2), attributed to Blasius de Tragurio (Blaž Jurjev Trogiranin), is an
emblematic painting for the purposes of personal devotion. The restoration work has proven that the
outer rectangular frame is original, so the image was not supplied with hinged wings, but it could
have been included in tabernacle-like structures (Demori Staničić 1986, p. 86). More importantly,
the intimate iconography underlies the close connection between the Mother and Child, typical of
domestic holy images. This small ancona attunes with the advice given by Giovanni Dominici in his
Regola del governo familiare of 1403, in regard to the use of religious images in the upbringing of children:
“It is well to have the Virgin Mary with the Child in arms, with a little bird or apple in His hand.
There should be a good representation of Jesus nursing, sleeping, in His Mother’s lap or standing
courteously before her while they look at each other” (cited as in Musacchio 2000, pp. 147, 152).
These instructions—routinely quoted in reflections on the use of objects of personal devotion—firmly
place such props in the realm of “devotional pedagogy”—the moral and religious training of children
(Van Os 1994, p. 91; Klapisch-Zuber 1998, p. 117; Johnson 2002).

 

Figure 2. Blaž Jurjev Trogiranin, Madonna with Child, ca. 1421–27, tempera on wood, 64.5 × 49.7 cm,
Bishop’s Palace, Dubrovnik (photo by Božidar Gjukić).

Some of these domestic anconae were more complex, as they followed the design of church
altarpieces. Besides the most radiated forms—that of a triptych or image of elementary rectangular
frames—there also existed domestic panels depicting a number of saints (not necessarily in larger
formats). For instance, a panel commissioned in 1440 by Michael Zamagno (from Johannes Ugrinovich),
measuring 1.25 m in width and 1.13 m in height, was supposed to accommodate no less than ten
saintly figures with gilded halos (Tadić 1952, vol. I, pp. 110–11, doc. 246), probably arranged in two

26 This inventory of the house of Catha, a Clarissa nun, also mentions another image, una figura de gisso tuta in una cassa depenta
in sala.
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registers.27 An equally important parallel with paintings mounted on church altars was the practice of
coverage, either by shutters or curtains (cf. Schmidt 2007).28 Further correlation between altarpieces in
churches and those at home can be drawn from secondary visual sources, which pair domestic images
with oil lamps, candles, or containers of holy water (Schmidt 2005, pp. 95–96; Morse 2007, pp. 166–69).
The household image was, after all, a sacred object that was to be treated equally to those in churches.
This attests to how the “laity appropriated the liturgical practice of the clergy to frame the sacred
within their own home” (Cooper 2006, p. 193). In such a way, these domestic images were activated
only at certain times, in moments of personal or familial prayer. However, no record from Ragusan
archives thus known references an altar inside the house, including consecrated stones (pietra sagrata),
on which mass could have been said (cf. Mattox 2006). The altars, accordingly, seem to have been
confined to a handful of free-standing chapels with the permission to celebrate mass—such as those
owned by the Volcassio, Volzio and Sorgo families.

When observing the uses of sacred installations in households, one should not fail to acknowledge
the seemingly insignificant fact that they were defined as “small churches”. This term is used sparingly
in contemporary sources in other Adriatic cities and can, therefore, be considered a peculiarity of
Ragusan documents.29 The ecclesiola/gliesiola/jesiola, apart from being a rather dry term for a range of
devotional structures, was also a synonym for family in medieval Christian thought, deriving from
the writings of the Church fathers (cf. Novotný 2013). In other words, the very name of the domestic
shrines in question is in line with their uses, and with typically domestic iconographies. What is more,
the role of the father of the family, responsible for the “organisation of religious life of his domestic
community,” was equated with that of a bishop (Widok 2013, pp. 170–72). All this could potentially
explain not only the terminology employed, but also the emulation of forms of church altarpieces in
domestic installations, which were devotional foci in dwellings and, at the same time, instruments
in the religious and moral upbringing of children (Lawless 2014–2015, pp. 64–65). We should not
fall into the trap of seeing domestic interiors as exclusively secular spaces (Morse 2007, p. 184); the
use of devotional images was manifold, bringing together the need for the sanctification of homes
and personal devotion with that of pedagogy. In this way, the small-scale domestic images, often
discredited when observed against more lavish forms of church art, were the point of convergence of
everyday religious experience.

4. Privately Owned Relics

Paintings were but one facet of the domestic culture of religion (cf. Sorelli 2001). The final part of
the paper will thus briefly deal with domestic relic collecting. In general, all devotional objects were
kept in chests, and occasionally incorporated into the already discussed domestic ecclesiolae. In his
testament of 1442, the priest Gon Meliz from Durrës, Albania, bequeathed his casaleta e la incona e zo
ch’e dentro de la caseleta, e la ghiesiola de la incuna (Tadić 1952, vol. I, p. 132, doc. 287). The formulation,
“an image with other belongings in the casket,” implies that several objects were stored in the chest,
presumably relics or utensils for performing mass (the owner was, after all, a presbiter). Another
possibility for the display of relics in households, somewhat more sophisticated, was to enshrine them
in a cross (Anderson 2007, p. 117). There are a number of such references in sources, for instance, una

27 [fare] una anchona de longeza et alteza, come appar de soto, et che sia in la deta anchona santi X, como appar de soto [alta bracia 2 1
4 ,

larga brazia 2 1
2 ]. Et che debia lo detto Zornella servir ben de color et de belle figure, zoe alo compartimento de soto, et le diademe far tute

d’oro et li drapi de santi adornati d’oro come apartien.
28 These covering devices, however, were only occasionally recorded in sources, for instance un anchona con la cortina in the

inventory of goods of Rusa, wife of Milovat Pribinich (Tadić 1952, I, p. 239, doc. 499). In his extensive archival work,
Tadić was exclusively interested in “visual arts”, which is why the excerpts he published from private do not acknowledge
the candelabra that illuminated images. Inventories from other cities reveal that these accessories were conventional
(Musacchio 2000, p. 150; Schmidt 2005, pp. 95–96).

29 For instance, liturgical utensils in Venice in the shape of minuscule church architecture were termed ecclesiola or chiesola
(Dale 2010, p. 180), whilst Florentine sources use cappellanuccio / chapellinaiusso, a simple shrine (Palmer 2001, p. 78).
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croce parva argentea cum reliquiis, owned by Ratcho Priach in 1387 (Div. Canc. 25, fol. 155v). However, it
is impossible to ascertain whether these were small pectoral crosses that contained particles of relics
(for apotropaic and talismanic purposes) or house crosses, displayed in domestic settings similarly to
other devotional artworks.

Personal inventories and last wills do not specify which relics were owned by individuals, but
some evidence exists regarding private relics of the Holy Cross, owned by prominent families in the
fourteenth century (namely Bona and Menze), although the subsequent whereabouts of these domestic
relics are unknown (Lonza 2009, p. 290). Recent research has shed much-needed light on the city’s
most prominent relics (cf. Munk 2016; Trška 2017; Zelić and Viđen 2018), yet our knowledge of the
importance of the private initiative in procuring them is still lacking. In fact, the information regarding
relics in private hands, more often than not, derives from the time of their donation to church treasuries
(otherwise, they would have remained unrecorded).30 However, we know that the most popular relics
were connected to pilgrimages, either renewed spiritual journeys to Rome or the Holy Land, or some
other local pilgrimage centre. In fact, pilgrims traveling to these important sacred sites often brought
back a number of secondary and contact relics related to the locations of sacred events and places
associated with the life of Christ (Gertsman and Mittman 2017).

An illustrative case is that of Marussa of Priboie, whose recently published testament (Lonza 2019,
pp. 56–60) references the following objects: seven reliquary boxes (scatulae magnae/parvae), five Jericho
roses, eight vials of water from the Jordan River, and ropes used to measure the dimensions of the
sacred edifices (Lonza 2019, pp. 58, 61–63).31 Marussa’s case shows how the familial (and, in this
particular instance, gender) dimensions of the phenomenon were crucial—a group of women financed
her pilgrimage, and she bequeathed all of her domestic devotional props to neighbours and her aunt,
while the most precious among them (boxes containing relics) were given to daughters of her epitropa
(Lonza 2019, pp. 42–43). Marussa, therefore, bequeathed a set of objects that were procured during a
spiritual pilgrimage to the Holy Land to members of her family, and these sacred memorabilia must
have been stored in proximity to other holy objects in households.

5. Conclusions

The archival sources discussed in this paper offer valuable insight into the appearances of sacred
spaces in late medieval households of Ragusa, of the urban elite and general population alike. The
evidence gathered here reveals multiple levels of familial influence on domestic devotional practices.
The hereditary rights of chapels, constructed by prominent families, perpetuated the memory of their
founders, and, although constructed on private terrain and privately funded, they were places of
public veneration, as well. These structures were the most lavish form of domestic devotion, not only
by virtue of their size, but also as a key strategy in securing the salvation of the souls of their founders
and heirs. Indoor foci of prayer were equally elaborate, and a number of their features—such as the use
of curtains and shutters to cover holy images, and the emulation of church altarpiece formats—testifies
to the adoption of liturgical elements into domestic religious practice. This one-way influence of
institutional religion on household practices is only one side of devotional practices for, as attested
by later sources, a number of domestic devotional objects—due to their devotional potential and
miraculous powers—passed over from domestic to public church spaces (cf. Voulgaropoulou 2019,
pp. 25–32). Indeed, this interplay between the private and the public was determinant to the experience
and use of the urban, household and garden chapels discussed, given that they served purposes of

30 For discussion on domestic images that have made their way to church altars, see (Voulgaropoulou 2019, pp. 25–33), for the
use of donated relics in public rituals of Adriatic towns see recent discussion by (Ulčar 2015, pp. 101–3).

31 Volo quod detur una scatula Margarite filie Ruse et una alia Nicolete sorori sue scatula parva. Et Ruse detis unam craniçam seu
cordellam cum qua mensuravi sepulcrum Christi et unam rusam et unam scatulam date Cuite vicini mee que stat ad parietem domus
mee et unam craniçam et fili quibus consuitur quia eius sunt. Et detis unam scatolam Lubne quam vos vultis et craniçam unam et unam
rosam, et unam scatulam Miladne Gradoevich que non est pulcra. ( . . . ) Et date scatulam unam Goyne Velegni (?) miscitari (?). Et
Ratche vicine mee dare unam uram (?) sive cimossem de scarleto que tetigit omnia loca Terre Sancte et unam rosam que est minor.
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religious and moral education, as well as their owner’s representation. In this sense, one of the most
promising avenues for future research is to observe the ecclesiae and ecclesiolae more attentively in the
context of interfamilial networks, in order to gain a more nuanced insight into their hereditary and
domestic contexts.
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(Čremošnik 1951) Čremošnik, Gregor, ed. 1951. Spisi dubrovačke kancelarije, vol. I. Zapisi notara Tomazina de Savere

1278–1282. Zagreb: JAZU.
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Dalmaciji 29: 113–55.
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Abstract: The purpose of this article is to study domestic devotion in Catalonia in the thirteenth,
fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, based on the information provided by numerous post-mortem
inventories and texts written by coetaneous spiritual authors such as Ramon Llull, Francesc Eiximenis
and Saint Vincent Ferrer. Among the objects recorded in the inventories, pieces of furniture and
devotional objects laypeople and clergymen used in their pious practices as “material” aid for personal
prayer stood out. They were in keeping with the strong visual culture that pervaded the Late Middle
Ages. There were retables, oratories and images of religious themes. However, the inventories also
listed lesser known but equally recurring objects such as paternosters and Agni Dei. Painted cloths
depicting religious scenes that decorated the homes of numerous wealthy Catalan-Aragonese families
at that time were also present. Spiritual books such as books of hours and psalters, biblical texts,
Legenda Aurea, etc., were mentioned as well. They were part of the incipient libraries of the laity in the
Late Middle Ages.

Keywords: domestic devotion; private devotion; material devotion; medieval art; altarpieces; retables;
oratories; reliquaries; paternosters; Agnus Dei; Catalonia

1. Introduction1

When it dawned on Evast that his son excelled at science, was well brought up and
good-mannered, his heart filled with joy. He entered their home chapel, where Aloma and
he secretly prayed to God and listened to mass every day. After getting up from the table,
they went there to offer thanks to God. The altarpiece was of Saint Andrew, whom Evast
and Aloma deeply trusted to grant them God’s grace and blessings. Inside the prayer room,
Evast knelt down before the altar and made the sign of the cross as he usually did, saying the
following words...”. (Llull 1981–1982, p. 39)

This passage from the Llibre d’Evast i Blanquerna by Ramon Llull illustrates the life of a couple, Evast
and Aloma, whom the prolific Majorcan theologian introduces to his contemporaries as exemplary
witnesses of Christian life. In addition to the Lullian utopia that pervades the book, the words of the
Majorcan portray the religious practices in the lives of laypeople in the late medieval period: attending
mass on a daily basis and praying together several times a day in their private chapel. Furthermore,
Llull stresses Evast and Aloma’s attitudes, which are shown as an expression of their faith: secret and
sincere prayer, thanks offering and trust in God and the saints. Those attitudes are also reflected in the
positions they adopt: they kneel before the altar and make the sign of the cross. All of this takes place
in a domestic environment where the private chapel, in which the altar was dominated by the framed
altarpiece of Saint Andrew, was a place that evidenced the importance of this personal, private, and
emotional devotion praised by the Majorcan writer.

1 Text revised by Ann Swinnen.
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Llull’s text also beautifully portrays those places of domestic devotion which are, together with
devotional objects, the purpose of the present article. Those private places of religious practice are the
settings of the daily piety of laypeople. They contain a broad assortment of objects used as physical
and visual support for laypeople’s prayers or as a tool or an aid in their prayers. The growing number
of those devotional objects found in post-mortem inventories of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries
can be explained by the development of private piety encouraged by preachers from their pulpits. This
was fully in line with the spirituality fostered by mendicant orders and later, by the influence of the
Devotio Moderna.

Domestic devotion in the Late Middle Ages remains largely unexplored, although its interest and
importance are unquestionable. This article aims to portray some of the characteristics of domestic
devotion in Catalonia in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, based on the abundant information
provided by post-mortem inventories published. The objective is to make an initial approach to the
study of the devotional objects listed in inventories and of religious practice with the help of texts
written by Catalan-Aragonese theologians and religious authors of that period. Further research
including the analysis of extensive chronological series of inventories concerning protocol or parish
archives will have to be carried out in the future.

2. Post-Mortem Inventories as a Documentary Source for Art History

The present study was carried out by scrutinising post-mortem inventories of Catalan laypeople
from the thirteenth century to the year 1500. The use of post-mortem inventories as a documentary
source for socio-economic studies is a widely employed method in medieval and modern historiography.
This kind of legal document intends to record the belongings of the deceased that are handed over to
their heirs following the testamentary dispositions. Not all the objects of the home were itemised, only
the possessions of the deceased. Actually, during the period between the deceased’s death and making
the inventory, it was possible that certain objects were moved from one place to another or disappeared.
The inventories only listed the belongings of the deceased, often the pater familias, the head of the
family, omitting those of the spouse or other members of the family.2 Inventories of women were
much less common than those of men. Of a total of eighty-five inventories analysed, only seventeen
were of women. The limitations and incompleteness of the inventories therefore need to be considered
although they offer a highly reliable portrait of the life, habits and customs of men and women in the
Late Middle Ages.

Given the legal nature of inventories, notaries were responsible for making descriptions that
allowed identifying the objects for them to be donated to the heir. The objects were accurately listed
providing any additional information that clarified the objects’ identification such as the material, size,
age or condition. Notaries could even estimate their value. A summary description of the iconography
was also made in the case of images, retables and oratories. The inventories could be complemented
with the transcription of the auction, that is, the sale of the objects auctioned in the public market. This
last document enables us to know the final price of the sale of each object.

Other interesting information for art historians is the location of the possessions. When compiling
the inventory, the notary usually walked through the different rooms of the house indicating the room
in which the objects were found. In each room, he started by listing furniture, including beds, tables,
benches, storage benches, boxes and safes, itemising the objects stored inside.

From the late nineteenth century onwards but more so since the 1980s, Catalan medievalists
such as Soler i Palet (1916a, 1916b)3; Roca (1923, Roca 1927–1928a, Roca 1927–1928b, 1930a, 1930b);

2 For the analysis of post-mortem inventories as a primary source for the study of material culture, see the recent and complete
study by Almenar about Valencia including the state of the question (Almenar Fernández 2017). See also: (Lencina Pérez
1998; Sobrado Correa 2003; Bolós and Sànchez-Boira 2015).

3 Groundbreaking work that includes the transcription of dozens of inventories. It gathered only “artistic” objects, leaving
out reliquaries, books, etc.
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Batlle Gallart (1981a, 1986, 1988, 1993, Batlle Gallart 1993–1994, 1998, Batlle Gallart et al. 1989, Batlle
Gallart and Cuadrada 1993); Bolós and Sànchez-Boira (2014) amongst many others, have carried out
the patient task of analysing and transcribing post-mortem inventories of citizens belonging to the
different estates of Catalan society in order to study social and economic aspects of life in the late
medieval period.

The publication and analysis of inventories, either through full or partial transcription, provide us
with first-order information about religious practices in the Late Middle Ages, this being the starting
point of our work. So far, the references made to religiosity have been complementary to more global
considerations on social or economic aspects. Authors such as Sabaté (1990, pp. 91–92); García Marsilla
(2001, pp. 170–82); Bolós and Sànchez-Boira (2014, pp. 236–41) have introduced commentaries that
are the basis of future studies on domestic devotion. In the field of history of art and private piety,
post-mortem inventories have been examined in-depth by Valencian and Majorcan historians such as
García Marsilla (2001); Sastre Moll (2003). In Catalonia, studies of this genre have not addressed the
artistic side, except for Aurell i Cardona and A. Puigarnau, who have analysed the case of Catalan
merchants (Aurell i Cardona and Puigarnau 1995; Aurell i Cardona 1995), R. Terés, who has explored
the historical and mythological iconography of retables and oratories (Terés 1998) and Amenós’ work
(Amenós 2017).

The basis of our study corresponds to eighty-five published inventories of Catalan citizens from
the thirteenth, fourteenth and fifteenth centuries.4 There are both complete inventories and partial
ones that only list a specific type of object. Of the total of eighty-five inventories analysed, three
correspond to the thirteenth century, twelve to the fourteenth century and the rest to the fifteenth
century. Most of them are inventories of citizens that belonged to the so-called braç reial or braç popular,
both in the upper estate (honourable citizens) and in the lower one (merchants, artists and craftsmen.
The inventories of monarchs and members of the royal family as well as the inventories of ecclesiastical
residents who resided in their own house such as canons and secular clergy (rectors and presbyters
that were beneficiaries of parishes) were left out. However, their devotional objects were in line with
those reflected in the laypeople’s inventories.5

3. Observations Regarding the Term Domestic Devotion

In recent medieval and modern historiography, the use of the term “domestic devotion” has
imposed itself over expressions such as “private devotion”, which may present serious biases if applied
to the Middle Ages considering the current meaning of private.6

Modern houses, in which separate rooms for its members provide privacy, have little in common
with medieval homes, which consisted of a series of rooms where a large group of people sharing
bedrooms, dining rooms, kitchens and other rooms lived together. Today’s nuclear family is composed
of parents and children. In the Late Middle Ages, in the case of well-off families, it used to include
grandparents, married children, widowed daughters and other close relatives as well as the servants
and even slaves, who shared bedrooms with the families in the limited space of houses back then.
Given this situation, it is difficult to apply the term “privacy” to medieval homes in the contemporary
sense of the word. The terms “personal” or “individual”, reflecting the character of domestic practices,

4 These inventories have been published by: (Martorell and Valls i Taverner 1911–1912; Moliné 1912, 1922a, 1922b; Soler i Palet
1916a, 1916b; Roca 1923, Roca 1927–1928a, Roca 1927–1928b, 1930a, 1930b; Casas Homs 1970; Duran i Sanpere 1972–1975;
Vinyoles 1976; Conde y Delgado de Molina 1977; Batlle i Prats 1978; Costa 1983; García Panardes 1983; Batlle Gallart 1981a,
1986, 1988, 1993, Batlle Gallart 1993–1994, 1994, 1998; Broida 1986–1987; Batlle Gallart et al. 1989; Plana i Borràs 1989; López
Pizcueta 1992; Ortí i Gost 1994; Batlle Gallart and Cuadrada 1993; Cifuentes i Comamala 2000; Busqueta 2001; Fité 2001;
Bolós and Sànchez-Boira 2014).

5 Regarding the inventories of the clergy, see: (Sànchez-Boira 2007, 2014). For Italy, see: (Cossar 2017).
6 For domestic devotion in the Middle Ages, see: (Webb 1990, pp. 159–73; Rigon 2001; Spicer and Hamilton 2005; Webb 2005,

pp. 27–42; Goldberg and Kowaleski 2009, pp. 1–13; Kolpacoff Deane 2013, pp. 65–75; Smith 2014; Laugerud et al. 2016).
Regarding the fifteenth century, see: (Corry et al. 2017, 2019).
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cannot be applied either. Although devotion could be experienced at an individual level, praying or
performing rites often involved the whole family or the members of the household. Another apparent
opposition is found in the terms “sacred” and “secular” in relation to homes. These are secular spaces
but can become sacred in the presence of religious objects that grant the status of sacred to certain
rooms or corners of the house, thus turning them into ideal spaces for devotional practice.

Domestic devotion is the expression that best fits the practice of piety at home and it avoids
dichotomies that have been shown to be limited and confusing, such as those of public and private,
sacred and secular or individual and collective (Kolpacoff Deane 2013, pp. 66–67, 70). When these
words are used in the context of medieval homes, a certain amount of flexibility is necessary as
their meanings may be overlapping or complementary (Corry et al. 2019, p. 2). Not surprisingly,
recent historiography has emphasized that fluidity is a central concept in the definition of domesticity
(Corry et al. 2019, p. 2).

Sixten Ringbom defined private devotion as the “devotion in private life, which is the personal
relationship that the individual maintains with the Divine” (Ringbom 1997, p. 32). Today, we could
enrich this definition or, at least, its practical dimension by saying: “those pious practices that medieval
men and women perform in their domestic environment and which are an expression of their religious
beliefs.” Yet what does this domestic devotion consist of? What elements integrate it and help build
and shape it? In a recent study, Erin J. Campbell, Stephanie R. Miller and Elizabeth Carroll point
out that “domesticity” is made up of spaces, objects and people (Campbell et al. 2013, p. 1). When
applied to domestic devotion, it provides us with a useful means for the study of domestic devotion:
it is framed within a space, the home; its people are the inhabitants living in the homes and a series
of devotional objects represent the material support. It goes without saying that “devotion” is not
limited to the materiality of religious practices or experiences. These are merely the external expression
of the personal relationship of man with the Divine, a relationship marked by religious beliefs and,
in particular, of the conception of God and the holy figures that men have in each historical period.
This conception evolves and achieves specific forms and connotations over time. As mentioned above,
domestic devotion in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries is marked by the spirituality that extends
to the west from the mid-twelfth century and that has its final point in the Devotio Moderna.7 For this
reason, a global study of domestic devotion must necessarily study the foundations on which lay
devotion is built in the framework of the spirituality of the moment: the preaching from the pulpit
of the churches aimed at citizens and religious texts (as well as the images accompanying them) that
begin to constitute the support of pious readings.

4. Pious Practices of Laypeople in the Domestic Environment in the Late Middle Ages

The objective of this section is to contextualize the private expressions of lay devotion based on
texts by authors at the time of the Crown of Aragon.

A prolific and influential Franciscan Catalan writer, Francesc Eiximenis (1330–1409), provides
some interesting considerations on the environments that were appropriate for personal prayer in the
Llibre de les dones (Book of women):

“Teach us our reverent Saviour that not only the church is a place to pray, but also the home
itself. Hidden corners and obscures places are suitable as places to pray (...). And this prayer,
at home, anyone can do it when they please, no one can be excused”. (Eiximenis 1981, vol. 2,
p. 508)

Similar words are addressed to Queen Maria de Luna (1357–1406) in Scala Dei where he recommends
her the quietness of a private space in the palace as an ideal environment for prayer:

7 For a study on medieval spirituality: (Delaruelle 1975; Vauchez 2003, 2005, Vauchez 2006).
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“These wise men say that the most appropriate time for this is at night during the first wake,
and even better during the second one, which is the dawn. However, sometimes someone
can be in a place where contemplation is possible at another time. The place should be in the
room, in the secret oratory or in the church, but in general, royal people have a chapel where
they can pray secretly”. (Eiximenis 1985, p. 9)

Saint Vincent Ferrer (1350–1419), a famous and popular Valencian Dominican preacher who lived
during the same period as Eiximenis, expressed himself in the same terms when, in one of his sermons,
he portrays a Christian life programme that helps achieve eternal life:

“And how? First, when Sunday comes, they go to Mass, they fast, and go to confession.
They do not talk to anyone and do not leave Mass until the priest gives blessings. Every
morning and evening they pray devoutly, etc.; Then, when Lent comes, at the beginning they
go to confession, and then they go often every month, and commune ten or twelve times a
year; then they often do penance, they do not wear shirts, but serge and cilices, etc.”. (Ferrer
1932–1998, vol. 2, p. 81)

Both eminent preachers and theologians claimed that the private space was an optimal environment
for daily personal prayer, a practice they strongly recommended in addition to participating in the
sacraments the Church prescribed as a mandatory exercise from the Fourth Council of Lateran
(1215). Canon 21 of the Council approved mandatory confession and annual communion for all
Christians.8 Logically, the most common frame of religious life and the centre of the administration of
the sacraments remained the church, the sacred and liturgical space par excellence.9 Parishes especially,
but increasingly also the preaching of mendicants, put special emphasis on the personal practice of
prayer that requires environments characterised by stillness and seclusion.10

Eiximenis and Ferrer refer to the domestic space for seclusion, silence and serenity to propitiate a
personal relationship with God, which they consider ideal. They recommend laypeople to perform
morning and evening prayers in this quiet environment.

“The devotee Petrus Damiani advised every Christian to, at least in the morning, upon rising,
and in the evening, before going to bed, kneel down in a familiar and secret manner in his
room, and say to our Lord God with all his heart: “I stand before You, God and Lord. I am
the worst creature you have created, begging you God Most High that, through the merits of
the precious death of your Glorious Son, please forgive me my sins and point out my bad
life. Guide me and show me the right path”. y(Eiximenis 1981, vol. 2, p. 514)

What does the content and purpose of this prayer refer to? The highest form of Christian prayer is
contemplative prayer, which consists in deep intimacy of the devotee with God, a personal relationship
that involves a union of knowledge and life in which neither physical or imaginative resources nor

8 (Vauchez 1993, pp. 104–105; Webb 2005, p. 28; Tanner and Watson 2006). The prescriptions of the fourth Lateran Council
involve strengthening the role of parishes in the Middle Ages. Canon 21 therefore specifies that laypeople had to confess to
proper priests, thus stressing the function of cura animarum of the parish rectors (Vauchez 2003, p. 184). The same author
points out that it was not common for laypeople to confess in the fourteenth century, except once a year (Vauchez 1993,
p. 104). Attending mass on Sunday was also supposed to be common practice. However, daily communion was only for
elites and the royal family. Ramon Llull, however, explains Evast and Aloma practised daily communion. In addition
to Confession and the Eucharist, the laity also had access to Baptism, Confirmation, Marriage and Anointing of the sick,
sacraments that accompanied people in the Middle Ages throughout their existence from birth to death. They helped them
sanctify important times of life such as marriage, illness and death. The places where they received those sacraments were
usually in the church but homes were also an appropriate space in cases of illness or when death was near.

9 The religious texts explain it clearly. Francesc Eiximenis specifies: “According to the saints, the church is a suitable and
recommended place to pray” (Eiximenis 1981, vol. 2, p. 505).

10 The significance of the civic and social dimension of faith during the late medieval period, expressed by means of processions,
festive celebrations of important events in the liturgical calendar, and religious actions practised collectively by members of
guilds and brotherhoods, may not be overlooked.
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words or images are required. However, for laypeople or for those who undertake the initial stages of
the life of prayer, theologians recommend the practice of vocal prayer and mental prayer, which use
texts that stimulate contemplation. It is not in vain that repeating the Paternoster, the Ave Maria and the
Creed is encouraged as Saint Vincent Ferrer did from the pulpit. The powerful words of the Valencian
Dominican show how vocal prayer encourages the recreation of the inner image of Jesus himself:

“And do you want to put it into practice? Tell me, you, man or woman: have you done any
good deed today? You will answer: “Yes, sir, this morning, before leaving home. I prayed
kneeling on the floor; joining my hands and elevating my thoughts to God. I prayed the
Creed, the Paternoster, the Ave Maria, and I said the prayer to my Guardian Angel, as well
as the Salve Regina. I prayed the Paternoster and the Ave Maria for the dead, thinking that I
saw Jesus Christ and that He looked at me with an angry face because of my sins”. (Ferrer
1932–1998, vol. 1, p. 60)

Inner strength, imagination and memory play an important role as they help bring Christians
close to eternal realities, awakening their understanding and touching their hearts (Laugerud et al.
2016, pp. 1–6; Hamm 2016, pp. 10–11). Recreating the image of Jesus, as well as that of the Virgin and
the saints, fosters empathy in people and it spiritually connects them to the feelings of joy and pain
that filled the heart of Mary and her Son. This category of images corresponds to what St. Augustine
calls “spiritual vision”, which is different from the strictly corporeal one perceived by the senses and
from intellectual vision. Saint Bernard considered those mental representations as a gift of God that
contributed to elevating the soul and that were beneficial to people who could not achieve intellectual
contemplation without images.

Apart from this common resource for vocal prayer and inner recreation of spiritual images, direct
contemplation of images, whatever their support, also leads to fostering feelings of love for God and
attitudes of contrition and adoration. Again, Saint Vincent Ferrer provides a good example of how
images encourage contrition and repentance and thus promote sincere devotion uniting the devotee
with Jesus Christ, the objective of Christian prayer.

“The second danger is from the soul, that is: when you want contrition for the sins committed
and cannot have it, what should you do? I will tell you: stand in front of the crucifix, kneel
down and, looking at it intently, devoutly make the sign of the cross on your heart and say:
“Jesus! Jesus! Jesus!” many times; If you do so, you will feel you will receive what you ask
for. And this is significant in the Passion of Jesus Christ, when he says that stones will break:
your heart, hardened like a stone by sins, will break when you utter the name of Jesus; Then
the monuments will open: you will see your monument will open to confession, regardless
of how serious your sins are”. (Ferrer 1932–1998, vol. 2, p. 63)

In the text of Saint Vincent Ferrer, crucifixes play an important role of empathy. Ringbom suggests
that images, in addition to educational and cultural functions, as pointed out by Gregory the Great,
may perform an empathic function (Ringbom 1997, pp. 10–11, Belting 2009, pp. 547–60). In this regard,
the term “devotional image” refers to a portable piece of religious art that is painted, sometimes on
both sides, and is designed to decorate the altar of a church, an oratory or a chapel, fits perfectly into
the typology and iconography of numerous late medieval images that try to cause an emotional impact
on the devotee in private contemplation (Belting 1981, Wirth 1989, Panofsky 1997, Ringbom 1997,
p. 32, Russo 1996, Belting 2009, pp. 545–605). Devotional images are thus representations that seek to
generate empathy and influence the heart and intellect of the believer who contemplates them.
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Against this background, the lawfulness of venerating images can again be considered. Saint
Vincent Ferrer justifies the Christian attitude towards images following the western theological tradition
saying that professed veneration falls directly on God himself, the Virgin and the saints:11

“And when you go to church, or elsewhere, outside the church, and you see an image of our
Lord God, or of the Virgin Mary, or of the saints, which is made of gold, then you will love
the image for the love of the one who is represented. Even if it is silver, or iron, or lead, or
stone, or painted with a brush, or white, or black, you will bow. This, and even better, is
what you will have to do”. (Ferrer 1932–1998, vol. 1, p. 245)

Eiximenis and Saint Vincent Ferrer give special importance to body language in prayer, taking as
a reference Jesus’ evangelical example.

“I have searched if Jesus had other ways of praying, and I found that indeed other ways of
praying exist. There are four. The first one consists in lifting one’s eyes, the second one in
joining one’s hands, the third one in kneeling on both knees, the fourth one in lying stretched
out on the ground”. (Ferrer 1932–1998, vol. 1, p. 21)

Eiximenis vividly describes the propitious prayer of Jesus:

“And here, kneeling, he first glorified and testified to his Father. Secondly, he begged him to
forgive us our sins. To obtain abundant mercy, grace of the kingdom of God, he rose from
the ground praying, and then he kneeled and threw himself flat on the ground humiliating
himself to the Father, bending over, lifting his eyes and hands to heaven. He screamed loudly,
so that everything poured out of him, and with all his effort and power and thought, emptied
of his essence, he fell to the ground. He showed his humanity, giving us an example of how
we must worship all our will, knowledge and effort, so that our prayer, thus reinforced,
reaches God Almighty”. (Eiximenis 1981, vol. 2, p. 503)

Although he does not express a preference for any of the attitudes, he always mentions the spirit
must be devoted (Figure 1): “Whether you are kneeling or standing, or at times kneeling and other
times standing, depending on what position feels more comfortable and which one you are more
devoted to” (Eiximenis 1981, vol. 2, p. 503), he recommends the Queen:

“The second point is that when the Queen is in this place at the right time, she has to withdraw
and thus get away from other people, kneel and lift her hands and eyes and worship our
Lord as follows”. (Eiximenis 1985, p. 9)

All these excerpts from texts and preaching sermons from the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries
illustrate the strength of “visual culture” in the late medieval spirituality as well as the importance
of personal, private prayer of the faithful Christian to God. The solitude of an interior space, the
repetition of vocal prayers and the contemplation of images encourage prayer seeking union with
God through participation in feelings of joy and pain, repentance and worship. The power this visual
culture reaches in the Late Middle Ages in the sermons of preachers like Saint Vincent Ferrer, whose
sermons brought together thousands of people in the public spaces of large cities in the southwest of
Europe, can thus be understood.12

11 Saint Joan Damascè justifies the lawfulness of images because the veneration attributed to them results in their prototypes
(Ringbom 1995; 1997, p. 10). Saint Thomas Aquinas and Saint Bonaventura support this idea (Cristologia 3, qu. 25 art 3,
Saint Bonaventura Sent. lh, III, 9, I, qu 2 conl 2 (quoted in Ringbom 1997, p. 10).

12 Regarding the visual culture of Saint Vincent Ferrer: (Español 2019).
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Figure 1. Saint Catherine praying before an image of Our Lady (second half of the 14th century).
Metropolitan Museum of Art.

5. Urban Houses

Today we have detailed knowledge of medieval Catalan houses thanks to the information provided
by post-mortem inventories and other documentary sources of a legal nature. Several studies have
examined the structure and layout of the houses offering an accurate picture of urban and rural houses
at that time13. Said studies stress that the size and layout of the houses depended on their location.
In cities, the houses were usually small due to the limited urban space available within the city walls.
In rural surroundings, there was more space.

The homes of the well-off classes, such as traders, merchants or bankers, were single-family
houses in which a considerable number of people lived together. Couples with small children and/
or unmarried children, sometimes married children and their offspring, other close relatives and
servants, often slaves, all lived under the same roof. The houses consisted of a ground floor and a
first floor on top of which there was an attic, one or more rooms and a terrace. The ground floor
housed a workshop, warehouses, cellars, stables and pens14 that were sometimes complemented in the
back by a courtyard or a vegetable garden. The stairs to the upper floor were situated near the front
door. In urban homes, which were called albergs, houses or domus (Batlle Gallart and Vinyoles 2002,
pp. 109–10) in the documentation, family life was normally spent on the first floor, which contained
several rooms. In the houses of wealthy families, there were up to fifteen rooms forming a network of
rooms and backrooms of various sizes. The spaces dedicated to food were the kitchen, which often
included a pantry, and a dining room that was also used for other family functions. The bedrooms
were frequently shared. The head of the family usually had a study room, a place to work, nearby.
There were also other small rooms such as rooms to knead bread and storage areas.

In Llibre d’Evast i Blanquerna Llull describes Evast and Aloma’s private chapel, but except for
this prayer room, did devotional spaces actually exist in medieval homes? Apart from the private
chapels of kings and the members of their families and those found in castles and towers, explicit

13 It is worth noting the studies conducted by (Batlle Gallart 1983, 1985, 1993, 1998; Batlle Gallart and Vinyoles 2002, pp. 107–36;
Vinyoles 1976, 2015; Bolós and Sànchez-Boira 2014, 2015). See also: (Broida 1986–1987; Ortí i Gost 1994; Bolós 2000, 2002;
Fité 2001; Vercher Lletí 2005; Benito i Monclús 2008). Regarding medieval houses in the Iberian Peninsula, see: (Díez Jorge
and Palazón 2015).

14 Bolós points out that some houses in Lleida had up to four floors ranging from a subterraneous floor including a cellar, to
two more floors above ground, an attic and terraces (Bolós and Sànchez-Boira 2015, p. 19). Furthermore, many houses had
courtyards or vegetable gardens.
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references to “private chapels” in households are scarce in the documents analysed (Broida 1986–1987,
pp. 262–64). It is known that individuals with a high professional and socio-economic status, such as
Arnau de Vilanova, Pere Beçet and Pere de Queralt,15 had chapels. Iglesias talks about Joan Bussot’s
chapel because it contained objects like retables and prayer books that were used in chapels (Iglesias
1996, pp. 110–11). However, among the well-off classes and the craftsmen, it was more common for
devotional practices to be developed in the most important rooms of the house. Retables, oratories
and images were found in bedrooms, study rooms or other shared spaces. The so-called prayer corner
in medieval homes, the successor of the homes of early Christians, was a multi-functional space that
combined private, personal, family and work uses, which was characteristic of the homes in the Late
Middle Ages.16

6. Religious Objects in Late Medieval Catalan Households

This section is devoted to the analysis of the devotional objects founded in Catalan houses.
In the eighty-five inventories analysed, two hundred and thirty-five devotional objects were listed.
The religious books constituting the incipient libraries of medieval laypeople were not included because
they deserve to be examined in a monographic study.17

Among those two hundred and thirty-five objects, there were fifty-two retables, fifty painted
cloths, forty-seven oratories, twenty-four images, sixteen paternosters, six reliquaries, five panels, four
Agni Dei, four curtains, three boards, two pieces of bright silk fabric, two cases, two chalices, two altars,
two pavises and one music stand. Of all these possessions, none were from the thirteenth century.18

Thirty-four objects were from the fourteenth century and the rest were from the fifteenth century.
As we are going to see, this shows that the presence of devotional objects increased considerably in
the fifteenth century as a result of the enrichment of the Catalan bourgeoisie and of higher levels
of wellbeing. The middle classes with higher purchasing power wanted to emulate the social and
religious forms and habits of the highest estates of society (Yarza 1992, p. 29; Español 1992a, pp. 224–25;
Molina 1999, pp. 43–55). This phenomenon was also observed in the large European cities of that time.
The cases of Tuscany and Venice at the beginning of the Renaissance have been studied in depth.19

It is not easy to classify the number and diversity of objects found in post-mortem inventories
since the function of the element listed is often unknown. They are described below, starting by those
objects containing religious images that may have been the visual aid for prayer of believers such as
retables, oratories, images and painted cloths. Then, other kinds of devotional objects like Agni Dei,
reliquaries and paternosters will be discussed.

15 Regarding the renowned physician and theologian Arnau de Vilanova († 1311), see (Chabás 1903, pp. 189–203; Regarding
Pere Beçet, see (Martorell and Valls i Taverner 1911–1912, pp. 577–656); Regarding Pere de Queralt, see (Costa 1983,
pp. 115–45).

16 The existence of these spaces for devotion in homes has been acknowledged since early Christianity (Kitzinger 1954,
pp. 98–99; Ringbom 1997, pp. 11–13; Webb 2005, p. 27; Herrin 2005, pp. 82–87; Kolpacoff Deane 2013, pp. 67–71; Smith 2014,
p. 31; Bacci 2018, pp. 272–76). Anglo-Saxon historiography talks about the “icon corner or prayer corner” to allude to the
spaces of the Byzantine houses where the laity placed icons, support for their personal and family devotion (Herrin 2005,
pp. 71–90; Bacci 2018, pp. 72–276). Those icons, which were considered prestigious because of their oriental origin, became
frequent in Italian homes from the thirteenth century up to the Early Modern Period (Voulgaropoulou 2019). More recently,
Smith has drawn attention to the role played by relics as devotional objects in the framework of domestic life in Western
Europe in the early centuries of Christianity (Smith 2014, pp. 23–46; Blick 2019).

17 Regarding Catalan libraries, see: (Madurell i Marimon 1974; Batlle Gallart 1981b; Hernando 1994, 1995; Iglesias 1996; Alcoy
2005). For Majorcan libraries: (Hillgarth 1991).

18 The only devotional object is a prayer book that belonged to Bernat Durfort and was inventoried in 1290 (Batlle Gallart 1988,
p. 42).

19 See especially (Goldthwaite 1993). Regarding the number of objects present in Italian houses, see: (Morse 2007; Schmidt
2001, 2005; Campbell et al. 2013; Corry et al. 2017, 2019. For Italian houses, see as well: Ajmar-Wollheim and Dennis 2006;
Brundin et al. 2018).
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6.1. Devotional or Decorative Objects That Include Religious Iconography

6.1.1. Retables and Oratories

These types of objects constituted the bulk of the religious belongings of laypeople in the Late
Middle Ages. The figures speak for themselves: fifty-two retables and forty-seven oratories. They are,
together with painted cloths, the objects that appear the most in the inventories analysed. Families
often owned more than one.

The study of these pieces of religious furniture raises the difficulty of defining them. It is not easy
to determine the difference between retables and oratories as both terms describe objects of a very
similar kind, size and iconography.

The retable, as the etymology of the word indicates, retro-tabula, has been defined as a “structure
located behind or on the altar containing figurative or history-related decoration” (Le Pogam and
Vivet-Peclet 2009, p. 18), hence fulfilling a liturgical function. Historiography has pointed out the
existence of a large number of small-sized retables that came in various shapes and mainly performed
a devotional function in the domestic environment, without dismissing their use as complements
to portable altars.20 Retables that include sculptures or paintings are currently often referred to as
altarpieces. They became common from the end of the thirteenth century onwards. They were made
of wood, stone, gold, silver or ivory.

It is harder to define the term oratory, which frequently appears in the abovementioned documents.
The Catalan–Valencian–Balearic dictionary provides a definition that seems to match the object recorded
in the inventories: “Diptych, triptych, painting of sacred images, etc., which served as a small portable
retable before which prayers were said.”21 The term oratory comes from the Latin verb orare, which
means to pray. Although an oratory currently refers to a private or semi-private place of worship,
in the Middle Ages it was a structure similar to a retable used in houses.

Based on the information gathered in the inventories, what exactly is the difference between a
retable and an oratory? The first thing that is apparent is the ambiguity of the terms used by the
notaries themselves: A retable or oratory made of wood including a painting of the Virgin Mary with her son
in her arms and a crucifix and other devotions on one door, on another door the Pietà and on the third one a
painting of Saint Michael and saint Raphael” (Soler i Palet 1916a, p. 303). Or, when listing the belongings
of Martin the Humane: “Oratory, alias retable, made of wood of Greek origin, including four foldable parts
containing four stories” (Gudiol i Cunill 1902, p. 449). According to Jaume Sastre, who has studied the
case of Majorcan households, oratories were foldable objects equipped with doors, which contained
an image, while retables were flat open structures where the image was depicted on the front part
(Sastre Moll 2003, p. 51). However, this distinction does not match the complex reality reflected in the
Catalan inventories. The retables of Antoni Mura and Pere Girós, for instance, have two doors: A small
golden retable made of wood with two doors, one with an image of the Pietà and the other one Our Lady and
other saints (Soler i Palet 1916a, pp. 295–96) and a small three-door retable in its case (Roca 1927–1928a,
p. 314). The reference of a retable shaped like a cabinet has also been preserved: A retable that has the
shape of a cabinet showing the image of Our Lady, very subtle (Cifuentes i Comamala 2000). It is indeed true
that, of the oratories that appear in the inventories, eight of them had doors that closed the piece and
another three had the structure of a cabinet.

Another element that enables distinguishing retables from oratories is the size. Regrettably, the
inventories hardly provide any information about the size of the recorded objects. Both large retables,
a large retable on which Christopher is painted (García Panardes 1983, p. 175), and small ones are described.
Small retables appear much more often than large ones. They are mentioned nine times. This being

20 Regarding the devotional function of small-sized retables, see: (Van Os 1994; Wilkins 2002; Schmidt 2001, 2005; Le Pogam
and Vivet-Peclet 2009).

21 (Alcover and de B. Moll).
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said, what is understood by a small retable? In Pere Girgós’ house, there was a small retable hanging
on a wall,22 while, around the same period, a portable retable was listed: a small retable depicting the
image of saint Mary and other images of saints, in its wooden case (Casas Homs 1970, p. 28).

Oratories exist in different sizes and formats. Although they are described as large, small ones
also existed and there is even mention of half an oratory. In a house from the mid-fourteenth century,
two oratories were found: A large oratory and a small one with images of my Lord God and of Saint Mary as
well as other saints (López Pizcueta 1992, p. 53). A tanner who lived at the end of the fifteenth century
had an oratory at home: a small oratory showing an image of Jesus crucified, Mary and John including a
moulding and wooden frame (Soler i Palet 1916a, p. 299). This oratory contained a moulding, which was
typical of oratories back then. They were occasionally placed on a base: A wooden oratory that can be
closed, placed on a golden stand showing the figure of a crucifix (Soler i Palet 1916a, p. 301).

Based on the documentation consulted, it can thus be concluded that both the terms retable and
oratory are used indistinctly for the same type of devotional object. They were usually small and often
foldable. However, oratories, more so than retables, were articulated objects which often had doors
that closed.

For a study of religious expressions present in domestic devotion, analysing the location of these
objects is key. The inventories usually specify the place where the possessions of the deceased were
located. They mostly appeared in the rooms where family life took place such as the bedroom of the
deceased, the dining room or the study room. Occasionally, they were found in the back rooms or
rooms near the entrance of the house, in the staircase or in the spaces where work was performed.
A good example is the bedroom of the Barcelona merchant Guillem Ferrer where he had a small retable
with two panels, on which the Crucifix of Jesus Christ and the image of saint Mary are painted, kept in a painted
wooden case that hangs on the wall (Casas Homs 1970, p. 29). Another citizen from Barcelona, Ferrer
Gualbes, had a similar object at the foot of his bed: Another retable containing a painted cloth, at the foot
of the bed, depicting the Virgin Mary and her son in a tabernacle and two apostles, Peter on the left side and
Paul on the right (García Panardes 1983, p. 183). In both cases, the retables, located in the bedroom and
near the bed, portray images that Guillem Ferrer and Ferrer Gualbes would contemplate devoutly
every day when saying their prayers in the morning and in the evening, in accordance with what
preachers recommended at that time. The representation of the Virgin Mary is significant, and, in
Guillem Ferrer’s retable, the crucifix is also portrayed. Those images are the ones that appear the most
in the post-mortem inventories as will be explained below.

These retables or oratories hung on the wall or on a bar that supported them as evidenced in this
inventory of the Torreferrada in the municipality of Santa Eulàlia de Riuprimer: A retable including a
painted cloth of Saint Christopher nailed onto bars. The documents specify that they were often covered
with curtains and drapes, following the medieval habit of concealing images during certain liturgical
periods such as Lent or when celebrating mass in order to concentrate thoughts on the action of the
priest consecrating the Eucharist (Gudiol i Cunill 1902, pp. 449–90). The inventory of sailor García
Roig describes an antique retable of the Virgin Mary surrounded by a cloth (Soler i Palet 1916a, p. 294) and
also a wooden oratory of medium-sized doors, showing paintings of the crucifix of Jesus Christ and the Image of
the Virgin Mary and of Saint Catherine, as well as some other images, hanging on the wall (...) and a hessian
towel, with blue strips at the top of the aforementioned...oratory. Already used (Roca 1923, p. 150). The act of
“revealing and concealing” also played an important role in the domestic environment as it contributed
to reinforcing the desire to contemplate the image, the visual support of prayer.23 These spaces of
prayer, multifunctional spaces given the limited size of urban houses, were also sacralised thanks to

22 First, a small retable of two panels on which the Crucifix of Jesus Christ is painted and the image of Saint Mary, in its painted wooden
case, which hangs on the wall (Roca 1927–1928b, p. 385).

23 Curtains depicting religious figures were inventoried on four occasions: Curtains of black fabric on which the lamb of Saint John
is painted. There are six pieces. (Soler i Palet 1916a, p. 291). Regarding the senses in the Middle Ages, see: (Nichols et al. 2008;
Palazzo 2014, 2016; Jørgensen et al. 2015).
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the light, the glass lamps burning in front of them: A retable with a painted image of the glorious Virgin
Mary and a glass lamp (Soler i Palet 1916a, p. 293).

Retables, oratories and images also had an apotropaic function. This must have been the case of
the numerous images, oratories and retables of Saint Christopher located in staircases or near the front
door of the house: An old one of Saint Christopher at the top of the stairs (Soler i Palet 1916a, p. 294) and
one of Saint Christopher carrying Jesus on his shoulders at the top of the stairs (Idem., pp. 304–5), as will later
be described in the iconography.

Many of the retables and oratories recorded in the inventories are objects that were carefully
stored inside all kinds of boxes, benches with drawers and trunks in the different rooms of the houses.
The devotees had to take them out at certain times of the day, or at specific times of the liturgical
calendar, especially during feast days or periods such as Advent, Christmas, Lent and Easter. They
were kept in cases that preserved them from dust, dirt or breakage. Given the small size and the
portable nature of these objects, it is necessary to consider the possibility that their owners carried
them with them when they travelled for professional or devotional reasons. Perhaps this was the case
of Guillem Ferrer, the merchant mentioned earlier, who owned a small retable containing the image of
Saint Mary, and other images of saints, in a wooden case (Roca 1927–1928b, p. 385) or that of Antoni Mura,
owner of an ivory oratory: a small ivory oratory containing images stored in a wooden case (Soler i Palet
1916a, pp. 295–96).

As for the materials, wood was the most common support for retables and oratories. Some of
them were made entirely out of wood, others only had a wooden structure onto which the painted
cloth or paper was stuck or inserted in, and a moulded frame: An oratory with a painted cloth showing the
image of Our Lady, Saint Peter and Saint Catherine within its moulded frame (Soler i Palet 1916a, p. 299).
Oratories featured a greater variety of materials and were made of marble, plaster, ivory, fabric or
paper: A marble oratory shaped like a cabinet depicting Jesus crucified and in another part Our Lady with Jesus
in her arms (Soler i Palet 1916a, pp. 303–4; A small plaster oratory portraying the Annunciation; An ivory
oratory with doors and inside an image of Our Lady with Jesus in her arms and two images on each door (Soler i
Palet 1916a, pp. 303–4); A paper oratory with a wooden ornament (Soler i Palet 1916a, p. 302).

With regard to the technique, they were mostly painted directly on prepared wood, on fabric
or on cloth. Painted cloths frequently appear in the documents analysed: of the fifty-two retables
inventoried, ten are painted on wood, eight are painted cloths. In the case of oratories, six are painted
on wood and five are painted cloths of a total of forty-seven oratories. The technique used in the rest of
the objects is not known. The notaries do not specify the technique although retables and oratories in
the shape of a cabinet may presuppose the existence of sculptural images: A retable shaped like a cabinet
showing the image of Our Lady, very subtle (Cifuentes i Comamala 2000, p. 470).

6.1.2. Images

In addition to retables and oratories, the inventories itemised twenty-four images: eleven of the
Virgin, place the Veronica of Our Lady, six of crucifixes, four of saints, two of the Infant Jesus. It is worth
noting that the term image simply refers to the representation of a religious figure and can therefore
refer to both two-dimensional objects (painted on wood or cloth or in relief) and three-dimensional
objects. Only the material, the reference to clothing or jewels, or the fact that the image is stored in a
box or case, enables us to deduce that it is a free-standing sculpture.

The majority of the images listed corresponds to the Mother of God, eleven in total. Two were
silver, two were terracotta, two were made of paper and one was made of wood. The material of the
rest of the images is unknown. One of them was of the Mother of God wearing a mantle: An image of
Our Lady wearing a red silk cloak and one of Jesus (Soler i Palet 1916a, p. 297). Joan Berenguer de Junyent
owned a piece that was carefully stored in a valuable receptacle: A very small silver box containing
a wooden image of Our Lady and two pearls (Soler i Palet 1916b, p. 592). The materials used, silver,
terra cotta, tin and paper, indicate that they were small figures, ideal for private devotion. Actually,
the predecessors of these images were the small silver or ivory statuettes that circulated throughout
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Europe in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. The two tin moulds that belonged to Narcisa, the
wife of a hat maker, exemplifies how popular religious imagery was. The moulds were used in the
standardised manufacturing of serialised images: Two medium-sized images or tin moulds, one of Our
Lady and the other one of Jesus (Soler i Palet 1916b, p. 392).

On two occasions, the inventories specify the name of the image of the Virgin: An image of the
Virgin Mary who is from El Puix (Soler i Palet 1916a, p. 291). Two gold-plated silver Virgins of Montserrat
(Soler i Palet 1916b, p. 592), which shows the predilection for these two Marian sanctuaries, El Puig
(Valencia) and Montserrat, the focus of numerous local pilgrimages during the Late Middle Ages.
The Holy face of Our Lady that Joan Berenguer de Junyent owned was considered very old and was
also of a Marian nature (see Figure 2 for an example of a Veronica of Our Lady). It is an iconography
that spread widely throughout Catalonia, Valencia and Majorca and that at times assumed Immaculate
Conception symbolism (Crispí 1996a, 1996b; Sureda i Jubany 2017).

 

Figure 2. Veronica of Our Lady. Museu Episcopal de Vic

The inventories include six crucifixes, five of which are free-standing images. Two crucifixes are
silver, one is ivory, one has a plaster figure of Christ on a wooden cross, one is not specified and the
last one is painted on linen. Of all the images that appear in the inventories, there are four that are
dedicated to two popular saints, a plaster figure of Saint Catherine that belonged to a tailor called
Mateu Maldà and three of Saint Christopher.

6.1.3. The Child Jesus

Among the objects inventoried at the house of Pere Girgós in 1389, there was a small Infant Jesus
painted the way Saint Christopher used to carry him, with a golden orb in his left hand, wearing a
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brocade dress in the front part and at the back, a golden braid with golden leaves (Roca 1927–1928a,
p. 388). A century later, Coloma, the widow of a fuller from Barcelona, owned a wooden box or small
case to put a figurine of Jesus inside in which there was a wooden Jesus wearing a tawny surcoat with a
gold lace trim and a tin ‘gecerant’24 (Soler i Palet 1916a, p. 302). In the same period, Joan Berenguer de
Junyent, had a crib made of silver poplar wood painted green on the outside featuring the name Jesus
(Soler i Palet 1916a, p. 303) and we have two references in Majorca, where notary Martí de Cedrelles
had a small figure of baby Jesus (1483) in the bedroom and monsignor Deia had a small plaster figure of
Infant Jesus and a shirt of Baby Jesus (1501) (Llompart 1980, p. 366). Those valuable observations prove
the existence of statuettes of the Christ Child in the late fourteenth century and their number increased
in the fifteenth century. It is clear from the inventories that the figures refer to free-standing wooden
or plaster sculptures of the Child Jesus, often dressed. They were small-sized devotional statuettes
that laypeople caressed and kissed, encouraged by the gentle and affective piety characteristic of the
Devotio Moderna.

The manufacturing of these Infant Jesus figurines is related to the creation nativity scenes, inspired
by the initiative of Saint Francis of Assisi to stage the birth of Jesus in Grecco on 25 December, 1223.25

The first documented nativity scene is the one Pope Nicolau III (1288–1292) commissioned for the
Basilica of Saint Mary Major in Rome (Sarnecka 2019, p. 164). It is also known that Queen Sancha of
Naples, the daughter of the kings of Majorca, donated a figure of a kneeling Virgin with baby Jesus
to the nuns of the order of Saint Clare in Napels in 1340 (Sarnecka 2019, p. 164). It is probably no
coincidence that an early sculptural ensemble from the second half of the fourteenth century of the
Birth of Jesus is preserved in the monastery of the Poor Clares of Saint Mary in Pedralbes, Barcelona
(Figure 3). It represents the Virgin and Saint Joseph kneeling in adoration to the Child Jesus, lying
on the ground, in accordance with the description of the Meditations Vitae Christi and the Nativity of
Jesus (Español 1992b, pp. 301–3; Terés 2005, pp. 65–67). Manger scenes became popular in the fifteenth
century and by the first half of the sixteenth century many Italian churches had their own sculptural
representations of the Nativity (Sarnecka 2019, p. 166).

In parallel to the development of nativity scenes, the first free-standing statuettes of baby Jesus
appeared. It is worth noting that those figurines were used for liturgical purposes during the Christmas
season. They were placed on a manger near the altar or directly on the communion table and were
venerated by those attending mass (Frugoni 2012, p. 16; Siddi 2012, p. 41). The oldest Infant Jesus
figures were found in the central area of Italy and seemed to follow the same prototype, possibly a
sculpture by Nicola Pisano from the late thirteenth century.26 Their initial liturgical function cannot be
detached from their devotional use in convents as both monks and nuns were allowed have them in
their cells to encourage personal piety, following the advice of their mystical contemporaries (Sarnecka
2019, p. 169). It is not until the end of the fifteenth century that, at least in Italy, this shift to private
homes is observed. Figurines of the Child Jesus as well as cribs were first documented at that time. The
Child Jesus had to be put in the crib from Christmas Eve to the celebration of Candlemas, after which
it had to be kept in a box or case as mentioned in the possessions of Coloma (Sarnecka 2019, p. 170).
Eight wooden cribs decorated with delicate tracery dating back to the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries
have been preserved. Some of them had bells that tinkled when the crib was rocked or touched (Ippel
2014, pp. 330–47; Brilliant 2017, pp. 175–76).

Joan Berenguer de Junyent’s crib had the name Jesus in coloured letters written on it. It is not
known if it was the whole name or the monogram JHS. This devotion to the name Jesus was encouraged
by Bernardino of Siena and left a mark on the laity in the Late Middle Ages, as was corroborated by the

24 The current Catalan meaning of this word has not been found, so it could not be translated into English.
25 Regarding the origins and spreading of nativity scenes, see, amongst others: (Frugoni and Siddi 2012; Sarnecka 2019). See as

well: (Van Os 1994, pp. 98–104).
26 (Siddi 2012, pp. 33–41). It features the previous biography about the origins and development of the Italian figures of the

Infant Jesus of the Trecento and early Quattrocento.
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two hundred or three hundred names in terracotta of Flanders that glove maker Joan Llop had in his
shop (Duran i Sanpere 1972–1975, vol. 2, pp. 298–300). This same individual, a German man who had
settled in Barcelona, also traded with figurines of the Child. The inventory compiled after his death
documented three hundred terracotta figurines, which shows the extent of the devotion to images of
Jesus. Joan Llop’s business, which also included retables, painted cloths and paper and parchment
images, prospered because of the growing demand for devotional imagery of the laity and the clergy.27

 

Figure 3. Nativity Scene. Reial Monestir de Santa Maria de Pedralbes. MMP 148.207. Foto Jordi Puig.

6.1.4. Painted Cloths

Among the objects listed in the post-mortem inventories containing religious or profane images,
no less than fifty painted cloths appeared. As Gudiol pointed out, these are objects in which paint has
been applied directly onto cloth, serge or hemp. Painted cloths were very popular among the middle
classes because they served as inexpensive imitations of the famous tapestries from the Netherlands
that began to be documented in Catalonia in the mid-fourteenth century. In Catalonia, tapestries were
called draps de ras (‘ras’ is the simplified term for Arras, one of the major tapestry-making centres and
the capital of Artois).28

Painted cloths were nailed or glued onto a wooden framework that supported them and they were
hung on walls. They mainly had an ornamental function, decorating dining rooms, rooms, study rooms
and other rooms in the houses of wealthy families in the fifteenth century. The size of the painted cloths,

27 His inventory also includes ten retables depicting paintings of the Virgin, three of Saint Barbara, two showing stories
of the Mother of God, five large retables of the Virgin Mary with her son in her arms and eighty-six painted cloths that
measured 1.25 palms the iconography of which was not specified. Two hundred unidentified sculptures, forty sheets of
paper containing the name of Jesus were also mentioned (Duran i Sanpere 1972–1975, vol. 2, pp. 298–300).

28 (Gudiol i Cunill 1902, pp. 399, 495–96). Recently, painted cloths have been referred to: (Terés 1998, pp. 299–317; Molina 1999,
pp. 41–43; García Marsilla 2001, pp. 187–89; Sastre Moll 2003, pp. 54–56).
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which ranged from one to two and a half canes, the equivalent of 2.3 to 3.8 metres,29 leaves no doubt
about their decorative use. Works of art such as a painted cloth depicting the story of Job measures around
two and a half canes (Soler i Palet 1916a, p. 303) or a painted cloth portraying the Annunciation to the Blessed
Virgin Mary and the Adoration of the Magi, located at the head of the room (Broida 1986–1987, pp. 253–54)
must have occupied a large part of the wall of the most important rooms in late medieval homes.

The decorative nature of painted cloths explains the profane iconography of those objects
representing mainly mythological, historical and literary themes. This fact contrasts with the numerous
retables commissioned to coetaneous painters and sculptors.30 The fifty-two painted cloths recorded in
the inventories analysed contained religious motifs showing Christological, Marian and hagiographic
iconography. Not all were conceived to hang on walls. As mentioned earlier, many of them were
represented on the central part of retables and oratories and had a moulded or simple frame: An ornament
of blue wood surrounded by white stars containing a painted cloth portraying images of Saint Michael and
Saint Anthony (Soler i Palet 1916a, pp. 295–96). Other times, the references refer to small-sized
structures such as a very small painted cloth in the oratory featuring Our Lady and Jesus Christ on her lap
(Soler i Palet 1916a, p. 301). This last one was a small painting of the Pietà, perhaps placed on a piece
of furniture in the study or in the bedroom. It could have been the visual aid for prayer of the owner
seeking to experience the pain of Mary facing the death of her Son.

6.1.5. Iconography of Devotional Objects

Retables, oratories, boards, images and even painted cloths inventoried in late medieval households
reflect the devotional universe professed by laypeople at that time. Theoretically, they should be
analogous to the wide range of Christological, Marian and hagiographic images specified in the
commissions of retables for cathedrals, parishes and monasteries or conventual churches. However,
the analysis of the inventories points in another direction: forty-three representations of the Virgin
were identified (referred to as Madonna, Our Lady, Saint Mary, Virgin Mary, etc.) and twelve of the
Mother of God (Mary with the Infant in her arms). A total of fifty-five images of the Virgin, alone, with
the Infant Jesus in her arms, or surrounded by angels and saints were registered. Marian iconography
is thus by far the most common, followed at a distance by the crucifixion, cited twenty-one times, and
at a much greater distance, by saints and angels, as we shall see later. The first conclusion drawn is that
laypeople had a clear preference for the Virgin Mary, a fact that has also been observed in Valencian
and Majorcan homes (García Marsilla 2001, p. 171; Sastre Moll 2003, pp. 52–56) and that must be
understood within the framework of the belief in Mary’s exceptional power of intercession because of
her divine motherhood. The preaching of priests, extensive Marian literature, as well as compilations
of miracles, contributed to highlighting her spiritual maternity and, as a consequence, her mediating
role.31

Despite the ambiguity of the notaries’ descriptions, Marian images must have been representations
of the Virgin and Jesus in her arms. It was the most widespread image in the Late Middle Ages,
as seen in the hundreds of Romanesque and Gothic sculptures of the Mother of God preserved in
Catalonia and the numerous trecentist retables in which she is the central figure. With respect to
Marian scenes, the ones that appear the most are the Annunciation, cited as the Greeting, and the Pietà.
They are featured nine and eight times respectively. Both themes stress Mary’s maternal role. In the
Annunciation, by giving her consent, the Virgin becomes the Mother of Jesus. On Mount Calvary,
Mary, afflicted by pain, holding the lifeless body of her son on her lap, shows maternal suffering.
It is associated with redemptive passion. Several painted cloths illustrate longer parts of Mary’s

29 The Barcelona cana, a measurement used to measure numerous inventoried painted cloths, corresponds to 1.55 m. Another
measurement used is the palm, which is the equivalent of 20.8 cm.

30 Regarding the profane iconography of tapestries and painted cloths, see (Terés 1998).
31 For devotion to the Virgin in Catalonia, see: (Crispí 2001, pp. 39–150).
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life: two depict the well-known joys of the Virgin,32 iconography held in high esteem in Catalonia,33

and another one portrays the story of the Virgin.34 The conception, childhood and transformation
of the Virgin Mary (stories related to Anna and Joachim and Mary’s presentation in the Temple),
narrated in apocryphal writings, also had a great impact on the laity, as evidenced by the following
two splendid objects: A painted cloth portraying kings of the lineage of the Virgin Mary. On one side there are
the fifteen steps Virgin Mary climbs and on the other one Joachim and Saint Anne. It is approximately three
canes long and contains a cloth of black fabric and some painted branches (Soler i Palet 1916a, p. 301). Another
painted cloth shows a painting of the Death of Our Lady with a yellow jug and branches on said painted cloth
(Soler i Palet 1916a, p. 297).

The second most common representations after Marian images belonged to Christological
iconography. Twenty-one crucifixes were listed. Six were free-standing figurines and the rest were
either paintings or sculptures of crucifixes depicted in one of the panels of the retables, either on their
own or flanked by the Virgin and Saint John or even the three Marys. The retables and oratories are
often diptychs that combine the Crucifixion with the representation of the Mother of God: A marble
oratory in the shape of a cabinet where Jesus appears crucified and on the other part Our Lady holding Jesus in
her arms. (Soler i Palet 1916a, pp. 303–4).

The Christological scenes represented correspond mainly to childhood, especially Nativity scenes,
which appear eight times, Epiphany, mentioned five times, and the Passion of Christ, which is listed
five times. Images related to the passion and death of Jesus such as the Descent from the Cross,
the Burial, the Veronica of Christ or the Passio Imaginis were also alluded to. Unfortunately, it is hard
to know which image the notary referred to when describing a representation of Jesus that appears
several times in the legal documentation: a built-in oratory, which is painted green on the outside and red
on the inside, portraying the image of Jesus Christ and the Nativity of Jesus Christ (García Panardes 1983,
pp. 172–73).

A large number of angels and saints is mentioned: Saint Christopher appears twelve times, Saint
Michael and Saint Anthony five times, Saint Francis, Saint Cosmas and Damian, Mary Magdalene,
Saint Catherine, Saint Barbara and Saint Eulalia three times, Saint Jerome and Saint Sebastian twice.
Other saints like Peter, Helena, Anne, John the Baptist, John, Paul, Gregory, Onuphrius, Benet and
Bernard were mentioned once. In some cases, the saint was represented on his/her own, but other
images were narrative, depicting the events of their lives, as is the case of those dedicated to Saint
Mary Magdalene and Saint Barbara, two saints that were widely venerated in the Late Middle Ages.

The most striking feature is the repeated reference to images of Saint Christopher. There are
twelve images of him, more than of any other saint. Saint Christopher, a Canaanite, is considered
the protector of travellers and pilgrims. The devotion to Saint Christopher became widespread in
the thirteenth century in the wake of the legend that narrates how he performed service to Christ by
helping a child cross a river and the child turns out to be Jesus (Rigaux 1996; García Cuadrado 2000;
Buxton 2006; Manzarbeitia Valle 2009; Ondoño Rendón 2015; Thomson 2018). Curiously enough, the
inventories specify twice that the images were placed at the top of the stairs, which reinforces the
apotropaic function of the representation of Saint Christopher. Laypeople counted on his protection
when they travelled or went on a pilgrimage.35

The painted cloths, because of their decorative nature, often depicted less conventional images.
Objects dedicated to characters from the Old Testament such as Job,36 the queen of Sheba37 and

32 A very old painted cloth depicting the seven joys of the Virgin Mary (Soler i Palet 1916a, p. 302).
33 An extensive bibliography on the spreading of the joys of Mary in Catalonia, both with regard to religious texts and

iconography. See two recent studies: (de Courcelles 1992; Vicens 2003, pp. 25–50).
34 Painted cloth portraying the story of the Virgin (Soler i Palet 1916a, p. 297).
35 Rigaux has stressed the representation of the saint on the exterior façades of churches in the north of Italy and the south of

Germany with regard to the saint’s protection to travellers and pilgrims (Rigaux 1996, pp. 246–48).
36 A painted cloth depicting the story of Job, which measures approximately two canes and a half (Soler i Palet 1916a, p. 303).
37 A retable portraying the Queen of Sheba (Soler i Palet 1916a, pp. 304–5).
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Solomon,38 were inventoried. Other illustrations that were more symbolic such as the representation
of the Old and the New Testament were also listed. 39 Some painted cloths, of a clear moral content,
included representations of the seven capital sins, like the painted cloth owned by Francesc Rigau:
A folded painted cloth that was in the dining room portrays the story of the seven mortal sins (Soler i Palet
1916a, pp. 304–5) or the large cloth dedicated to the Antichrist, which belonged to Coloma.40 The case
of two retables that illustrated various invocations is also worth mentioning: First, a retable containing
a painted cloth on which numerous different invocations are painted (García Panardes 1983, p. 191) and
some panel paintings that represented the Ten Commandments.41 Another theme that was not very
common was the destruction of Jerusalem. Its image was found in the house of a Barcelona blacksmith.
It illustrated an apocryphal text of the Passion and Resurrection of Christ of which versions from the
fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries exist in Catalonia.42

6.2. Objects with a Devotional Function

6.2.1. Paternosters

Among the possessions of merchant Guillem Ferrer, there was: a strip with white silk paternosters,
and with blue glass paternosters (Casas Homs 1970, p. 30) and also a thick pearl necklace and seven
loops of said pearls, as well as seven silver green enamel paternosters, which I, Isabel (woman) affirm
to be mine (hers). A few years later, in 1408, when the belongings of sculptor Pere Sanglada were
inventoried, three paternosters are described: three rosaries or paternosters: one made of jet containing
five amber roses, another on made of jet containing wedges of gold-plated silver, and the third one
made of coral with four silver pieces to connect (unions) and additionally, a pendant with a small cross
and four small pearls, that is to say, the jewels of Saurina (Batlle Gallart 1993, p. 92). Paternosters were
some of the devotional objects that appeared the most in the inventories of laypeople and clergymen in
the Late Middle Ages. They were strings of beads used to pray the Lord’s Prayer, as many times as the
number of beads the object contained (Figure 4).43

Repeated recitation of the the Lord’s Prayer and the Hail Mary spread in the thirteenth and
fourteenth centuries as a pious practice. In the case of the Ave Maria, the numerous miracles attributed
to the Virgin Mary by devotees who recited this prayer contributed to its success. Later, in the fifteenth
century, praying the Ave Maria in sets of tens of times led to the creation of a new prayer: the rosary,
which combined repeating the Ave Maria one hundred and fifty times while contemplating episodes
of the life of Jesus Christ.44 At the same time, repeating the Lord’s Prayer also turned into devotional
practice among the laity as attested by the lay brothers of the Carthusian and Cistercian orders who
prayed the Lord’s Prayer in substitution of the Divine Office in the thirteenth century.45

In order to count the number of vocal prayers, a simple cord containing knots was used, an element
that was also present in other religions such as Buddhism and Islam. In Christianity, there are several
references to these old cords, but one of the most renowned ones is that of the noblewoman Lady
Godiva of Coventry, who, in the eleventh century, bequeathed the paternoster beads she used for

38 A small painted cloth showing the story of Solomon (Soler i Palet 1916a, p. 298).
39 An old smoke grey painted cloth of the Old and New Testament (Soler i Palet 1916a, p. 298)
40 A large painted cloth showing the Antichrist (Soler i Palet 1916a, p. 301)
41 Another panel painting of the Commandments (Costa 1983, p. 126).
42 Another painted cloth regarding this theme was inventoried at the home of Arnau Guillem Samuntada, beneficiary of Santa

Maria del Mar (1493): Another painted cloth of approximately two and a half canes on which the destruction of Jerusalem is painted
(Soler i Palet 1916a, p. 299). Regarding the manuscripts that include the destruction of Jerusalem, see: (Hernando 1989,
pp. 1–116).

43 The only two studies on paternosters in Catalonia are: (Gudiol i Cunill 1923a, 1923b; Serra i Boldú 1925). See references to
said objects in: (Winston-Allen 1998, pp. 111–16; Falkenburg 2017, pp. 106–10).

44 Regarding the origin and spreading of the rosary, see the recent work by (Winston-Allen 1998).
45 (Winston-Allen 1998, pp. 14–15) (citing Thurston 1 . . . ). Actually, the origin of the rosary lies in the replacement of the text

of the psalm for the Ave Maria as well as the addendum of the contemplation of episodes of the life of Christ.
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praying to the religious community she had founded (Winston-Allen 1998, p. 14). The cord soon
turned into a string of beads, of different materials and sizes, referred to as a paternoster, zapel, chaplet,
etc. The creation of a specialised manufacture documented in London and Paris at the end of the
thirteenth century46 shows how successful its use was as a devotional object. Documents have also
been preserved in Catalonia. Gudiol, who carried out one of the first studies on rosaries in Catalonia,
documents a paternoster at the castle of Lluçà in 1321. They are often cited in post-mortem inventories
of laypeople and clergy during the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries.

 

Figure 4. Altarpiece of Saint Maria Magdalena de Perella. Museu Episcopal de Vic.

Apart from the evidence found in documents, Catalan Gothic paintings and sculptures also
include a large number of paternosters on coffins and tombstones where they appear in the hands
of the deceased as a testimony to their piety.47 Examples are the tombstone of Nagalbos in the
cathedral of Tortosa and the coffin of Saint Mary of Cervelló in the Basilica of Our Lady of Mercy
in Barcelona, both dating from the fourteenth century (Serra i Boldú 1925, pp. 8 bis, 16 bis). Several
fifteenth century altarpieces dedicated to Mary Magdalene depict the saint passing the paternoster.
The altarpiece of Saint Magdalene of Conangle, for instance, shows the saint wearing a paternoster

46 (Winston-Allen 1998, p. 12) Étienne Boileau: Livre des métiers mentions the artisans that manufactured paternosters in
accordance with the materials they worked with.

47 Serra i Boldú publishes the first ones (Serra i Boldú 1925, pp. 8 bis, 16 bis).
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containing sixteen beads and a cross.48 The panel painting of Mary Magdalene was probably part of
the altarpiece depicting Saint Anne, Sant Bartholomew and Saint Mary Magdalene in Sant Martí de
Pertegas (Sant Celoni, Barcelona) where the saint passes a paternoster of twenty-nine crystal or amber
beads (Figure 4).49 It could also have been part of another gothic altarpiece dedicated to the same saint
kept at the National Art Museum of Catalonia (MNAC).50

Serra i Boldú classifies paternosters into three different types according to their format: the first
kind of paternoster is open-ended and consists of a cord ending in a tassel with beads that move freely
up and down, the second one has a string of beads placed one after the other but that can move freely,
and the third type corresponds to a string in which the beads are joined together with knots (Serra i
Boldú 1925, p. 10). Paternosters consisted of varying numbers of beads of different materials, sizes
and shapes. Gudiol and Serra i Boldú mention valuable materials ranging from gold, silver, pearl,
turquoise, coral, chalcedony, jasper, jet, amber, crystal, glass or ivory, to simpler ones made of bones,
tin, terracotta or seeds (Gudiol i Cunill 1923a, p. 12, Serra i Boldú 1925, pp. 14–15). The beads were
joined by a red, green or black silk string. Among the Catalan inventories from the fourteenth and
fifteenth centuries, the most frequent ones were made of coral, glass, silver, (enamelled or not), jet,
as well as plain ones made of wood or seeds. Sometimes, the size (small or large) is specified, as well as
the number of beads (30, 40 or even 400 small coral beads). For instance, a string of paternosters of small
coral beads, containing 400 beads. (Benito i Monclús 2008). They sometimes included complementary
elements such as crosses, buttons or rings.

Although their primary function was devotional, being instruments to count prayers, paternosters
were also used as clothing accessories or as jewels people wore around their necks or hung from their
belts. Actually, they fulfilled an apotropaic function to ward off the devil, which is one of the factors
that explains why they were popular among the laity and the clergy (Winston-Allen 1998, p. 116).
According to the inventories, the paternosters are carefully kept in small boxes but it is not ruled out
that they hung on walls, as seen in some fifteenth-century Flemish paintings.51

6.2.2. Agni Dei

According to the documentation, Agni Dei were silver or wax objects depicting the representation
of the Lamb of God, attached to a blue, purple or green silk ribbon to be worn around the neck or in
direct contact with the body.

Agni Dei are often mentioned in the inventories of Catalan laypeople and the clergy. The notaries
specified that they were carefully wrapped and stored in boxes, cases and bags, together with reliquaries
and jewels, which means they were part of the most valuable possessions of their owners. The oldest
one cited, in 1308, belonged to Pere Marí. Queen Constanza’s scribe owned an Agnus Dei decorated
with silver (Batlle Gallart 1994, p. 252), but two other silver Agni Dei were recorded amongst the
objects king James II gave to his daughter Constance in 1312 (Martínez Ferrando 1953–1954, doc. 42,
pp. 58–59). In the early fourteenth century, monarchs and the people in their circle owned them. They
were already considered to be valuable objects at that time. At the end of this century, these objects
appeared often in the inventories as is seen in this detailed reference of 1393: Case containing a large
Agnus Dei, with a blue silk ribbon and covers made of gold cloth, which belonged to Joan de Peralta, the
canon and provost of the Seu Vella cathedral in Lleida (Bolós and Sànchez-Boira 2014, vol. 2, p. 556).

48 Nowadays kept at the Episcopal Museum in Vic (MEV 14). Only the main panel of the retable from the early fifteenth century
See the museum record: https://www.museuepiscopalvic.com/ca/colleccions/gotic/compartiment-dun-retaule-dedicat-a-
santa-maria-magdalena-mev-14 (consulted on 5 August 2019).

49 Kept in the Francisco Godia collection. See: (Saura 2008, pp. 100–1).
50 MNAC 64029-CJT. From the collection of Matías Muntadas.
51 A crystal paternoster hangs on the wall of the bedroom of Giovanni Arnolfini and his wife in the painting by Jan van Eyck

couple (1434). See also: (Hackenbroch 1989).
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What is the origin of Agni Dei? Initially, they were made with the wax of the Paschal candle
which was lit every year at the opening of the Easter Vigil and was placed near the high altar where it
stayed lit until Ascension Day.52 The Paschal candle and the light emanating from it are symbols of the
Resurrection of Christ. That is the reason why the faithful took the remains of the Easter candle home
ever since the sixth century. Soon after, between the eighth and twelfth centuries, candle wax was cut in
the shape of lambs and later small discs were made from that same wax stamped with the image of the
Lamb of God. By the twelfth century, the disc, made with a two-armed mould, was stamped on both
sides and it was then that the name of Agnus Dei was attributed to it. The process of manufacturing
these objects evolved from mixing the wax with holy anointing oil to the 1488 prescription, which
required the wax to be pure, white and unused. The wax was mixed with holy water. Once treated, the
wax received the papal blessing. From the fifteenth century onwards, the habit of Popes blessing the
Agni Dei the first and seventh year of their pontificates was established. An inscription mentioning the
date of the blessing and the name of the pontiff authenticated the Roman origin of the object.

The fact that Agni Dei were widespread is related to the symbolism and virtues attributed to
this iconography as well as to the properties of wax. The Agnus Dei is a symbolic image of Jesus
Christ himself, as John the Baptist identified him when he met him for the first time at the Jordan
River. His words Ecce Agnus Dei (Here comes the Lamb of God) clearly refer to the sacrificial sense
the Jewish people assigned to this four-legged animal. It was the victim the chosen people offered in
sacrifice to Yahweh before leaving Egypt and crossing the Red Sea. It is remembered every year during
Passover, one of the most widely celebrated Jewish holidays. To Christians, Jesus represents the new
lamb that, by dying on the cross, made the final sacrifice to bring about the salvation of the human
race. The Agnus Dei is a symbol of sacrifice and redemption. Additionally, the wax Agni Dei discs
were made from offers of new symbolic relations that reinforce the meaning of the image. The wax,
with its bright white colour and the touch characteristic of its material, shows similarities to the host,
the Body of Christ, as pointed out by several theologians such as Saint Anselm.53

In the Late Middle Ages, Agni Dei were considered sacramental objects, that is, blessed objects
that were intermediaries of divine grace. They were extra-liturgical objects endowed with sacredness
and they also served an apotropaic function as they were believed to protect the people who wore
them. This protective function is clear in the poem Pope Urban VII devoted to John VIII Palaiologos in
1362, accompanying the gift with an Agnus Dei. The pontiff’s text refers to the beneficial properties
of this mystically sanctified object: it helped women give birth, protected people against sudden
death, the danger of fires, etc.54 The mid-sixteenth century Discorso intorno all’origine, antichità et
virtù degli Agnus Dei di cera of the Dominican Bishop Vicenzo Bonardo (Cooper 2019, p. 22) also
lists the circumstances in which Agni Dei provided protective powers to devotees. Agni Dei were
thus considered objects of great symbolic significance as they constituted Christological images that
emphasized the idea of sacrifice and redemption, thus establishing a connection with the Eucharist.
The notaries referred to Agni Dei discs on chains and ribbons, which reveals that laypeople considered
them valuable devotional jewels. They were worn close to the body.

The origin of Catalan Agni Dei is not specified in the inventories analysed with the exceptions of
the Agnus Dei that belonged to King Martin the Humane, listed in an inventory that dates from 1410,
which was a gift from the pontiff to the monarch (Gudiol i Cunill 1902, p. 469). There are only two
references to Agni Dei made of wax. One is the Agnus Dei that Jaimes the Second gave to Joan Amell
in 1318 (Martínez Ferrando 1953–1954, doc. 96, p. 130) and the second one belonged to Vicent Sopeira,
the canon of the Seu Vella cathedral in Lleida (1482) (Bolós and Sànchez-Boira 2014, vol. 2, p. 1227).

52 Regarding Agni Dei: (Gudiol i Cunill 1902, pp. 469–70; Llompart 1966, pp. 7–25; Herradón Figueroa 1999, pp. 171–93; Cherry
2003, pp. 171–83; Musacchio 2005, pp. 139–56; Cooper 2019, pp. 220–43).

53 Quoted in (Herradón Figueroa 1999, p. 207).
54 Quoted in (Cooper 2019, p. 227).
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It seems that Agni Dei were often made of gold or silver (gold Agnus Dei and a turquoise stone) (see
Figure 5 for a silver plaque with an Agnus Dei).55 They were attached to a gold chain (the one Franci
de Sentmenat owned) (Broida 1986–1987, p. 256) or to a simple coloured silk ribbon. Unfortunately, we
have not been able to find any medieval Agnus Dei in the collections of Catalan museums. Museu
Episcopal de Vic has one Agnus Dei of the XVI century with an Ephiphany (Figure 6) and there are two
wax discs that date from the seventeenth century are preserved at the Diocesan Museum of Tarragona.
One is an Agnus Dei from 1630 depicting the shield of Pope Urban VIII on one side and the Coronation
of the Virgin Mary on the other side and the other one is a wax medallion portraying the Lamb and
Our Lady of the Rosary.56 The Frederic Marés Museum also owns several pieces.

 

Figure 5. Agnus Dei and Epiphany. Museu Episcopal de Vic.

 

Figure 6. Plaque with Agnus Dei. Made in Catalonia. 14th Century. Metropolitan Museum of Art.

55 Inventory of Gaspar Sanç, sacristan of the Seu Vella cathedral in Lleida (Bolós and Sànchez-Boira 2014, vol. 2, p. 1281).
56 I thank Sofia Mata, curator of the diocesan Museum in Tarragona, for the information provided on these pieces. The objects

are MDT 1669 (Agnus Dei depicting the shield of Pope Urban VIII) and MDT 2366. A third Agnus Dei disc made of wax is
registered in a bag containing gospels (MDT 0823).
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6.2.3. Reliquaries

Francesc Ferrer, a pharmacist, possessed a gold reliquary with its gold chain (Batlle Gallart 1994,
p. 525) which he kept locked in a small box. Raimond Malats, a money changer from Barcelona,
had a similar object: a chiseled gold reliquary containing six pearls with the image of the Pietà and a black
cord (Soler i Palet 1916b, p. 390). This kind of reliquary was portable, made of gold or silver and
embellished with small-sized stones, and included a chain or ribbon to hang around the neck to be
worn close to the body.57 One of the earliest examples of these portable reliquaries is the Talisman of
Charlemagne, although other pieces from the late medieval period have survived. At the end of the
Middle Ages, those portable reliquaries were popular among kings and the nobility. In Catalonia, they
were also common among members of the emerging urban bourgeoisie, as shown in the examples.58

The portable nature of the reliquaries is related to the personal experience of the sacred sought for
in the Late Middle Ages. Direct contact of a sacred object with the body emphasises the personal
experience of something that is holy and that, as such, also sanctifies the space or the person in contact
with it. In accordance with how medieval people thought, relics transmit the virtus of the saint, in such
a way that the people who touched them were imbued with it. In the case of portable reliquaries, this
transmission of virtues and of the sacred became a private experience in line with the spirituality of
that time.

In the above-mentioned examples, the notaries did not specify the saint the relics belonged to.
It is the case of Guillem Ferrer, a merchant who owned: a yellow velvet bag containing some relics which
I, Isabel (woman), affirm to be mine (hers) (Casas Homs 1970, p. 48). Although they were kept in a
velvet bag, their spiritual value is evident because the widow of the deceased rushed to claim their
ownership. However, it is interesting to note that the iconography of the reliquary is related to the type
of relic it contains. The reliquary of Raimond Malats is a representation of the Pietà, which could be
associated with certain Christological relics or with elements (soil, oil and water) from the Holy Land.
This object can be related to Pere Baçet’s relic holder: first, a small golden reliquary including seven pearls
( . . . ) around it and one part has been pierced and the holes contain small pearls; the other part, which opens and
closes, contains three images, one of the Crucifix and two more (Martorell and Valls i Taverner 1911–1912,
p. 624). It is, once more, a small-sized piece the front part of which opens and it is decorated with
pearls and a representation of the Crucifix. Although there is no mention of a chain, this kind of piece
suggests that it was conceived to be worn as a pendant.

Of the documented reliquaries, the most exceptional one is the one described in the inventory of
Pere de Queralt: a silver case and silver arm which contains the finger of Saint John (Costa 1983, p. 126),
kept inside a box of the painted room, probably the bedroom of the couple. It is a so-called “speaking”
reliquary, a kind of reliquary shaped like a body part, imitating the shape of the relic it contains. In this
case, it has the shape of an arm and contains the finger of St John. Pere de Queralt thus owned a
valuable relic, perhaps acquired during one of the diplomatic trips he made when he was in the service
of Martin the Humane.

7. Devotional Objects and Social Estates: A Brief Approach to Its Study

An analysis of devotional objects in relation to the social status of their owners is outside the
scope of this article. However, some preliminary issues may be pointed out. As said, the eighty-five
inventories analysed correspond to the so-called braç reial or braç popular, which, like the braç militar,
was divided into two large groups: the upper estate (honourable citizens) formed by urban oligarchies
that held the reins of citizen power, and the lower estate, which consisted of merchants, artists

57 See examples of this kind of reliquaries in: (Treasures of Heaven 2010, cat. 72 to 76, pp. 131–33).
58 Regarding this kind of reliquary referring to the talisman of Charlemagne: (Robinson 2011, pp. 110–16). Owning reliquaries

was already a phenomenon observed during the first centuries of Christianity and which reaches all the social strata in the
Middle ages, see: (Klein 2010, pp. 153–75; Smith 2014, pp. 23–46; Blick 2014, pp. 110–15).
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(intellectual and liberal professions such as doctors, lawyers and notaries) and menestrals (craftsmen).
The inventories analysed include a significant sample of people belonging to those four groups. There
were eight honourable citizens, seventeen merchants, fourteen artists and thirty-tree menestrals. Of
all the inventories studied, only twelve did not itemise any devotional objects (eight menestrals, two
merchants, one apothecary and one whose social status is unknown).

In order to correctly interpret the data, it must be taken into consideration that there was a
considerable increase in religious objects from the thirteenth century up to the year 1500. Having
said that, figures indicate the existence of devotional objects was a generalized phenomenon that
permeated all the social estates in the fifteenth century. This is shown by the fact that of the seventy-one
inventories analysed from the fifteenth century, only six did not contain any devotional objects and
in five cases the owners were menestrals. A direct relation is observed between the owners’ wealth
and the number of objects they possessed. Thus, while for artisans and artists, the average number of
objects was usually one or two, despite the existence of exceptions, for merchants and honourable
citizens the average number usually ranged between four and five, although there are cases in which
ten to fourteen59 objects are listed. Among the honourable citizens, the cases of Pere de Queralt, who
owned seven objects (1408), and of Antoni Mura, who had eleven objects (1463), stand out.

With respect to the type of objects, it is necessary to mention that retables, oratories, images,
painted cloths and paternosters were inventoried in the homes of people who belonged to all the
different estates. However, in the houses of merchants, a proportionally higher number of retables,
oratories and images is observed in comparison to the other groups. They possessed eighteen oratories,
fifteen retables and eight images, while menestrals owned sixteen oratories, nine retables and six images.
However, proportions change significantly with regard to painted cloths. Twenty-six were registered
in the homes of craftsmen and thirteen in the houses of merchants. Objects considered particularly
valuable such as reliquaries and Agni Dei were similar in number in the homes of honourable citizens,
merchants and artists but none were inventoried in the dwellings of craftsmen.

This brief quantitative overview, which should be compared with an analysis of materials and
iconographies, reflects the process of the enrichment of the Catalan middle classes, in which merchants
and traders played a significant part. This phenomenon was also observed in the large European cities
of that time. The case of Guillem Ferrer, a Barcelona merchant who died in 1398, and that of Joan
Berenguer de Junyent (late fifteenth century) serve to illustrate the variety of devotional objects as
well as their devotion. Among the belongings of Ferrer, fourteen objects were registered. There were
two retables, one oratory, all dedicated to the Virgin and the saints, two pavises displaying the image
of Saint George, six paternosters and three valuable objects, two of them of a marked Christological
nature: a bag containing relics, a silver Agnus Dei and (a cord of?) the size of the tomb of Christ. A
century later, Junyent possessed a Holy Face of Our Lady, four figures of the Mother of God (two silver
ones of the Virgin of Montserrat, one wooden figure and one made of terra cotta), three oratories (two
of the Virgin and the third one showing the Annunciation), a gold paten and a wooden crib with the
name of Jesus written on it (Soler i Palet 1916a, pp. 303–4).

8. Conclusions

The objective of the present study is to make an initial approach to devotional objects by means
of the information gathered from post-mortem inventories. As seen above, those documents are a
privileged documentary source that reflects the lives and possessions of families in the Late Middle
Ages. Those extensive lists of registered objects constitute the material universe of medieval laypeople
and are an eloquent expression of the beliefs, interests, habits and pastimes that filled their existence.

This final section is organized into three parts referring to the three elements that compose
domestic devotion: space, objects and people.

59 This is the case of Pere Girgós (1389); Guillem Ferrer (1398); Joan Berenguer de Junyent (at the end of the fifteenth century).
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First of all, post-mortem inventories show that private chapels were uncommon and were only
found in the dwellings of the wealthiest members of the braç reial. By contrast, the presence of devotional
objects is observed in the rooms that constitute the most intimate spaces in the homes of laypeople:
bedrooms, offices and dining rooms. Although those rooms basically performed secular functions, the
presence of objects such as retables or oratories, images, reliquaries, Agni Dei or paternosters sacralised
those domestic spaces, converting them into the stage of the direct, intimate and personal relationship
devotees established with the Divine.

Secondly, the inventories analysed allow identifying and quantifying the devotional objects in
Catalan homes at the end of the Middle Ages. They became more numerous as time went on and a
considerable number of them were from the period just before the Modern Age. Of all the registered
items, almost two hundred and fifty were religious objects or items containing religious images. There
were retables, painted cloths, oratories, images, paternosters, reliquaries, panels, Agnus Dei, curtains,
boards, pieces of bright silk fabric, cases, chalices, altars, pavises and a music stand. The most numerous
objects were the domestic replicas of the large pieces of furniture that decorated the high altars and
side chapels of urban and rural churches: retables, oratories and images. The difference is that in
those spaces the function of altarpieces was primarily liturgical, while in the domestic environment
retables, oratories and images performed a devotional function and use. Apart from this large number
of items, it is worth mentioning those religious objects of personal use that helped prayer such as
paternosters or those stressing God’s protection or the ones conferring some kind of grace like Agni
Dei. Brush cloths, which decorated the walls of dining rooms and other spaces in homes, are also
worth noting. Although they were not strictly considered to be devotional objects, they contributed to
making Salvation History part of laypeople’s daily lives.

Thirdly, it is imperative to address the interaction between laity and devotional objects, an
authentic expression of domestic piety. Inventories are a quantitative source but they do not provide
any detailed information on the use of the objects or on the interaction between owners and objects
and this is a limitation of the study of medieval domestic devotion. The growing number of devotional
objects itemised in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries in the homes of citizens that belonged to
the braç reial shows the interest of the laity in this kind of objects. The presence of those objects in
their bedrooms and the type, size and material of the retables and oratories points to their everyday
use. Considering Francesc Eiximenis and Saint Vincent Ferrer recommended morning and evening
prayers and preachers encouraged the practice of prayer in private and secluded spaces, there is
every reason to believe that retables and images were part of laypeople’s daily religious practice. It
included contemplating and meditating on the life of Christ, the Virgin and the saints. The figurative
representations they looked at in the retables or oratories hanging on the walls of their rooms, displayed
on a piece of furniture or held in their hands were used as visual and tactile support. Interacting
with those objects involved much more than simply a visual relationship. The fact of kneeling or
lying on the cold ground; reaching the image to touch, caress or kiss it; covering it with a curtain
and showing it later or lighting a candle entailed an intimate and personal experience that aroused
their senses and touched their souls. Said actions, often accompanied by devotional readings or the
repetition of vocal prayers, generated empathy and feelings of union with Jesus Christ and the Virgin
in the faithful, which was the ultimate objective of Imitatio Christi. In contrast to the wide variety of
hagiographic themes represented in temples, it is no surprise that the images that appear the most in
the post-mortem inventories analysed are Marian and Christological. The latter depict themes related
to the Passion of Christ (the Crucifixion, the Virgin’s compassion, homo pietatis and the Veronica of
Christ, which have also been found in Majorcan and Valencian homes. Paternosters, Agnus Dei and
reliquaries are also part of this supernatural experience that penetrates and intensifies the senses such
as touch and sight. The chain, ribbon or string described in the inventories indicate direct contact with
the body. The fact of wearing those objects close to the heart and the possibility of touching them with
their hands not only favoured a tangible experience of divine protection against the forces of evil but
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also close contact with a sacred object that transmitted sacredness and was considered a means of
understanding sanctifying grace (Hamm 2016).

In summary, retables, oratories and images, as well as reliquaries and Agni Dei, had the power
to act as mediators between laypeople and God. The materiality and tangibility of these objects and
their understanding through touch and sight, made the experience of the Divine more intimate and
personal but also more impacting and effective.60 In accordance with the value given by theologians to
tangible objects, they became means to access a direct relationship with God without the need of other
intermediaries as was encouraged in the Devotio Moderna. The use the laity made of those devotional
objects connects with what was called the “materiality” of religion at the end of the Middle Ages: the
use of images and a wide array of objects that contributed to generating a personal experience of God
based on material and on the understanding of the spiritual and the supernatural.
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Item I will that my sawter boke covered with whyte lether and my name writtin with myn
owne hand in thende of the same wych is at my lodging in London shalbe layd and fyxed with
a cheyne of iron at my tombe wych is ordeyned for me in the [ . . . ] church of Saint Thomas
Acon there to remayne for the servyce of God in the said church the better to be hadde and
done by suche persones as shalbe disposed to occupye and loke upon the same boke (will of
Thomas Butler 299–300).

Shortly before his death, Sir Thomas Butler, seventh Earl of Ormond (c.1424–1515), prepared his
last will and testament including the above stipulation that his Psalter bearing his name be chained
to his tomb in a public demonstration of his personal piety. While the Psalter itself has not survived,
the provisions of his will present an image of Butler as an active and conscientious participant in both
private devotion and his own commemoration, and his surviving Books of Hours offer a personal
reflection of his piety and demonstrate the importance of the material object in his practice of devotion.

Sir Thomas Butler, seventh Earl of Ormond (c.1424–1515), was the son of James Butler, fourth Earl
of Ormond (the White Earl), and his wife Joan, daughter of William Beauchamp, Lord Abergavenny.
Though born in Ireland, Butler spent most of his life in England and became a significant landholder
there from the time of his marriage to Anne Hankeford in 1445.1 Butler had two daughters from his
first marriage, Anne and Margaret, the latter of whom was mother to Thomas Boleyn, first Earl of
Wiltshire and father of Anne Boleyn. Between 1495 and 1497, he married the twice widowed Lora
Berkeley with whom he had a daughter, Elizabeth. Support for the Lancastrian cause and the attempt
of his brother, John, the sixth Earl, to raise a Lancastrian revolt in Ireland saw Butler attainted twice
and go into exile in the court of Margaret of Anjou in the duchy of Bar. Upon the death of his brother
in 1477, Butler acceded to his titles and estates and was restored his English lands in November
1485. Butler attended the coronation of Richard III in 1483 where he was knighted, held positions
on the privy councils of both Richard III and Henry VII, appointed lord chamberlain to Catherine of
Aragon in 1509, acted as Ambassador to Brittany and Burgundy in 1491 and 1497 respectively, and is
known to have been in France in the retinue of Henry VII in 1500 (Calendar of Ormond Deeds 1935,
nos. 211 and 247; Beresford 1999; Cokayne 1945, pp. 131–32; Crawford 2002, p. 151; Fortescue 1869,

1 Thomas Butler and Anne Hankeford were married sometime before the 18 July 1445 when Butler sued for seisin of her
lands, see Calendar of Patent Rolls, 261.
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vol. I p. 24; Sutton and Hammond 1983, p. 379). Butler died in August 1515 and was buried in the
Church of St Thomas of Acre in London. At the time of his death, Butler was in possession of some
seventy-two manors and diverse others lands in England, divided equally between his daughters
Anne and Margaret, in addition to the Ormond lands and manors in Ireland which came under the
control of a relative, Piers Butler, eighth Earl (Lodge 1754, vol. II p. 13).

I bequeth and recomend my soule unto allmyghty my maker and redemerto the moost
glorius virgyn his mother our Lady Saint Mary and to the glorius martyr Saint Thomas and
to all the holy colege of saintys in hevyn. And my body to be buryed in the churche of Saint
Thomas Acon in London that is to wytt uppon the north syde of the hygh aulter if the high
aulter in the said church where the sepulture of all mighty God is used yerely to be sett
on Good Friday to thentent that by the merytes of his most precyous passion and glorius
resurreccion [ . . . ] I wyll ther be ordeyned and sett an epitahafe makyng memyery of me and
the day and yere of my decesse. And this to be doon by the distrecyons of myn executors not
for any pompe of the worled but only for a rememberance (will of Thomas Butler 298).

The instructions left by Sir Thomas Butler in his will are quite revealing in terms of his concern for
action and outcome. First having already ‘ordeyned’ his tomb to lie in St Thomas of Acre, it seems
that the seventh Earl was concerned with tangible results and that the commemorative arrangements
that he had negotiated were followed through. Butler stipulates that should he die on his Essex estate
or anywhere within forty miles of London that his body should be transferred to St Thomas of Acre,
but he also stipulates that should he die further afield that he should be interred ‘in holy sepulture
wher it shall please allmyghty God to dispose of [him]’ (will of Thomas Butler 298).

The Church of St Thomas of Acre was established on the site of birthplace of the martyred
St Thomas Becket, archbishop of Canterbury, in the parish of St. Mary Colechurch, by an order of
hospitaller knights in 1227–1228. The church became a popular burial place for Londoners wishing to
associate themselves with the martyr and from the thirteenth century onwards it was accorded various
grants, donations, and chantries (see Keene and Harding 1987; Steer 2013; Sutton 2008). The association
of the Earls of Ormond and the Church of St Thomas of Acre dates at least to the White Earl who
became an important patron of the hospital due to his supposed familial ties with St Thomas and
also seemingly a political alliance and business relationship with John Neel, Master of the Hospital
(Matthew 1994, pp. 258n, 263, 279n, 406; Sutton 2008, pp. 202–5). The White Earl’s second wife,
Joan, was interred there on her death in 1430 in the chapel of the Holy Cross. Her tomb was likely
of considerable grandeur given it was included in the heraldic account of c.1504 and in John Stow’s
Survey of London in 1603 (Calendar of Wills 1890, p. 506; Stow 1908, vol. I p. 269). The association
with Becket was later developed in 1454 when James, Earl of Wiltshire and Ormond, claimed a blood
relationship with St Thomas during a petition to Parliament and also offered the estate of Hulcott in
Buckinghamshire to the hospital in order to endow a chantry for the chapel in which his mother was
buried (Rotuli Parliamentorum 1767–1777, pp. 257, 491–95; Watney 1906, p. 138). This belief in kinship
is thought to have arisen from one of two potential misidentifications. One source of confusion could
be that between Archbishop Becket and Archbishop Hubert Walter who was the brother of Theobald,
the first Walter or Butler in Ireland. The second suggestion is that Theobald Butler as Lord of Hely
(Ely-O’Carroll) came to be confused with Theobald of Helles, nephew of St Thomas (Brooks 1956, p. 26;
Carte 1851, vol. I pp. xxxiv–xxxvi; Keene and Harding 1987, pp. 490–517). Both the Ormond interest
in the hospital church, as well as some of its traditional roles, continued past the dissolution of the
monasteries. The will of James, ninth Earl of Ormond (†1546), requested he be buried at ‘St Thomas of
Acres, somtyme so called, with others therles of Ormond’ and subsequently his son, Thomas, tenth Earl
(†1614), in his will dated 1576 specified that if he were to die ‘within the realm of England then [his]
body be buried in [his] father’s tomb at St Thomas of Dacres in London.’ Both men were ultimately
interred along with their ancestors in the chancel of St Canice’s Cathedral in Kilkenny (Calendar of
Ormond Deeds, vol IV no. 352 and vol V no. 288).
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Precise instructions are also provided in Butler’s will for his commemoration. Butler provided for
an obit for himself, his two wives, his parents, and his grandmother, Dame Jane Beauchamp, to be
performed annually for seven years on the anniversary of his death. Furthermore, he adapted his
parents’ annual chantry to include himself and his wives requesting that the names be ‘reherce[d]’
during the sermons. Butler requests that the tomb itself, be it in St Thomas of Acre or elsewhere,
be situated next to the Easter sepulchre and that it bear an epitaph to record his memory and leaves
funds for ‘torches and other lyghts and apparell’ to be brought to his tomb. The epitaph was later
recorded by John Weever in his eighteenth-century account of Ancient Funeral Monuments (will of
Thomas Butler 298–99; Weever 1767, p. 187).2 The appearance and commemorative nature of the
tomb was obviously of some significance for Butler as it was relatively unusual for London testators to
refer to the physical appearance of their tombs (Harding 1992; Steer 2013, pp. 159–69). Chaining his
Psalter in which he had personally written his name to the tomb also ensured a physical and spiritual
connection between individual, memory, and prayer: each time the Psalter was used the reader was
encouraged to keep Butler in their prayers.

The various elements of Butler’s commemoration carry an expectation of performance—physical
acts—to assist in and inspire commemoration and ultimately the salvation of the souls of Butler and
his wives: ‘convey my body’, bring the lights, ‘reherce’ the names, ‘loke upon the [ . . . ] boke’, keep in
their prayers and masses. This same relationship between the public life of the material object, physical
performance and commemorative or devotional response is also demonstrated in the more private
aspects of Butler’s devotion and illumination of the two extant Books of Hours, known to have been
associated with the Ormonds, mostly likely with Thomas Butler.

1. The Butler Books of Hours

Butler was responsible for the purchase and refurbishment of one, the Hours of the Earls of
Ormond, London, British Library Harley MS 2887 [Harley], and the commissioning of a second Book
of Hours, London, British Library Royal MS 2 B XV, which shall be referred to as ‘the Hours of Thomas
Butler’ [Royal]. While Books of Hours, English manuscripts included, have been the subject of a
number of publications in recent years (Duffy 2011; Reinburg 2012; Hindman and Marrow 2013; Morgan
2013; Kennedy 2014), the Butler manuscripts have received very little scholarly attention. Where
the manuscripts have been the subject of discussion (Scott 1996), the focus has fallen on the inferior
quality of the execution or peculiarity of the iconographical choices, rather than the creativity of the
iconography, the motivation for and function of the illumination, and relationship of the manuscripts
to the reader and devotional practice.

Today the Harley manuscript measures 27.5 × 18.5 cm in size and is illuminated with five full-page
miniatures plus one incomplete, one small miniature, seven full pages offering pictorial cycles, sixteen
historiated initials, seven fully bordered pages, and ten pages bordered on three sides. Marginal notes
on f.1v of the Harley manuscript record three sets of births in 1467 and 1470, those of Angneta, George,
John and Annas Gower of Crooked Lane in St Michael’s Parish. This suggests that the likely original
owner was one Edward Gower of London. Of interest here however are only the English, or perhaps
French-inspired, miniatures which were added considerably later: ff. 6v, 8v, 27v, 28v, 33v and 55v-58v.
A further miniature, that on f.3v, was also a later addition but is considerably different from the others.
Dutch in style, the image is associated with a group of artists known as the ‘Master of the Black Eyes’
and was likely imported along with the two folia directly following it (Scott 1996, vol. II pp. 299–302;
Scott 1968, pp. 172, 176). One of the inserted folia, 28v, bears the blue and gold shield of the Butler
family and the device is also to be found on f.15v of the Hours of Thomas Butler (Figure 1). The coat of
arms is inserted as a preface to Matins in the Hours of the Virgin in both manuscripts. In her assessment

2 ‘Hic iacet Thomas filius Jacobi, comitis Ormundie, ac fratris Jacobi, comitis Wilts & Ormundie, qui quidem Thomas obijt fecundo die
1515, & anno regni regis Henrici octaui 37.’
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of self-representation in late medieval art Alexa Sand notes that the insertion of the patron’s self-image
at the invocation of Matins, ‘O Lord, open my mouth’, as in both the Hours of the Earls of Ormond and
the Hours of Thomas Butler,3 rather than the opening of a penitential text, ‘O Lord, hear my prayer’
as in Psalm 101, carries an important emphasis on the ‘supplicant’s actions over God’s perceptions’
(Sand 2014, pp. 163–64). Associating the Butler arms with an active rather than passive appeal invites
the reader to act upon seeing their self-image reflected on the page and to utter the words of the prayer.

  
(a) (b) 

Figure 1. (a) Butler arms, The Hours of the Earls of Ormond, London, British Library Harley MS 2887,
f.28v, (b) Butler arms, The Hours of Thomas Butler, London, British Library Royal MS 2 B XV, f.15v,©
British Library Board.

The Royal manuscript measures 33 × 24 cm in size and is illuminated with six full-page miniatures
some with floral borders, seven half-page miniatures, four full pages offering pictorial cycles, nineteen
historiated initials, eight small miniatures and marginal scenes, a space left for an image, twenty-three
fully bordered pages, two pages bordered on three sides, and extensive pen flourishing throughout.
This represents a relatively lavish production for an English Book of Hours of the fifteenth century.
Nigel Morgan has highlighted that few high-quality illuminated manuscripts were produced after
c.1430 due to the number of imported Flemish manuscripts that flooded the market (Morgan 2013, p. 70).
This perhaps suggests that, in this case at least, the patron was concerned with the personalisation
of his manuscript and closely involved with its production, rather than simply importing a Book
of Hours. The obits of numerous members of the Butler family appear on f.2r-v: James, the fifth
Earl of Ormond and first Earl of Wiltshire (†1461); Avice, his wife (†1457); Joan, first wife of James,
the fourth Earl (†1452); Elizabeth, Countess of Shrewsbury and sister of the fifth, sixth, and seventh
Earls of Ormond (†1473); John, the sixth Earl (†1477); Anne, first wife of the seventh Earl (†1485);
Joan Abergavenny, grandmother of the fifth, sixth, and seventh Earls (†1435); and finally Lora, second
wife of the seventh Earl († c.1501). The positioning of the obit for Countess Lora at the end of the
list but incorporated into the calendar of the Royal manuscript suggests that the Harley manuscript
is the earlier of the two. The Royal manuscript also bears a largely erased early sixteenth-century
inscription on ff. 3–4 which entreats the reader to pray for the souls of Willelmi Froste and his wife,
Juliane, who donated the book to the chapel of the Blessed Mary of Suthwycke [Southwick]. A William
Frost was named as a trustee for property belonging to the seventh Earl in a patent livery of the 12th of

3 ‘Domine labia mea aperies’ on Harley f.29r and Royal f.16r.
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December 1515 (Letters and Papers 1864, vol II p. 340; Warner and Gilson 1929, vol. I p. 49).4 The list
of obits including the seventh Earl’s wives, brothers, sister, mother and grandmother, but none for
himself, along with the manuscript passing into the hands of one of his trustees suggests that the
manuscript was commissioned for Thomas Butler rather than another member of his family. This is
further supported by the original inclusion of an image, suffrage, and obit of his patron St Thomas
Becket, later effaced from the manuscript (ff. 29v, 65r, and 79v), and arguably also by the miniature of a
male figure kneeling in prayer with his guardian angel at his shoulder at the beginning of prayer to
one’s guardian angel on f.66v (Figure 2).

 

Figure 2. Miniature ahead of the prayer to one’s guardian angel in the Hours of Thomas Butler, f.66v,
© British Library Board.

In addition to the Psalter to be chained to his tomb, Butler’s will refers to a further two books in his
possession. The first, ‘myn olde sawlter’ which he keeps at Awdere, county Devon he bequeaths to the
parish church of Monkeley. The second, a ‘masse boke covered with russett velvett’ he bequeaths to his
daughter, Anne, along with a cloak embroidered in gold belonging to his wife (will of Thomas Butler
299–300). Considering the extent of the wealth and cultural capital available to him, these bequests
and the surviving manuscripts believed to have been associated with him presumably represent
only a portion of his library, which likely would have also included the more fashionable French
and Flemish books. His would not have been the only library with multiple copies of the Book of

4 ‘Orate pro animabus Willelmi Froste et Juliane uxoris eius, qui hunc librum dederunt remanere imperpetuum ad orandum beate Marie
in ista capella de Suthwycke’, ff. 3-4, transcription from (Warner and Gilson 1929, vol. I p. 49).
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Hours as Eamon Duffy has noted that most gentry households would have had more than one copy
(Duffy 2011, p. 58). Butler may also have been the ‘certaine honourable auncient person [ . . . ] the
honnorable Erle of Ormond’ who provided material for the first English biography of Henry V, written
in the sixteenth century. In his enthusiasm for manuscripts, Butler was following in a family tradition
as his father, the White Earl, had commissioned manuscripts in both English and Irish. In 1420 the
White Earl commissioned a translation ‘out of Latin and French into your mother tongue, English’ of
The Governaunce of Prynces, a new version of the treatise known as the Secreta Secretorum from Dublin
notary James Yonge. He also commissioned an illuminated miscellany in Irish and Latin which is today
known as the Book of the White Earl. Butler’s cousin, Edmund MacRichard, likewise commissioned
the Book of Pottlerath, an illuminated miscellany in Irish and in doing so incorporated the White Earl’s
manuscript into his own. John, the sixth earl, was also a keen scholar and is described by Carte as ‘a
perfect master of all the languages of Europe’ (Allmand 1992, pp. 432–33; Carte 1851, vol. I, p. lxxxi;
Kerns 2008, p. 1; Kingsford 1911, pp. 3 and xvi–xx; Matthew 1994, p. 119; Ralph 2014; Wylie and
Waugh 1929, vol. III pp. 445–48). His grandmother, Joan Beauchamp, was also associated with the
Tewkesbury Psalter in which her obit appears, and it seems that the manuscript was bequeathed from
mother-in-law to daughter-in-law at least twice (Egbert 1935, pp. 377 and 381).

The ornamentation of Books of Hours dating to the later period generally followed a reasonably
fixed scheme of standard images at the standard textual divisions or standard accompanying texts.
When groups of miniatures appeared, perhaps as a double opening or as a series of scenes separated
by short tracts of text, they were usually positioned as a prefatory cycle or more rarely at the major
textual divisions (Morgan 2013, p. 71; Scott 1996, vol. I pp. 38 and 56). Both of Thomas Butler’s Books
of Hours, on the other hand, include two series of full page miniatures: the first a series of pictorial
cycles which are repeated later in the manuscripts with almost identical compositions but the order
reorganised, and the second a series of images dedicated to the Holy Trinity.

2. The Pictorial Cycles

In the Hours of the Earls of Ormond, six of the seven pictorial cycles are grouped together
from ff. 55v–58r in front of the Fifteen Oes, a series of devotional prayers commemorating Christ’s
Passion, each of which begins with the exclamation ‘O’ (Figures 3 and 4). English in origin, these
prayers centred around the seven words Christ uttered on the Cross, His wounds, and the salvation
of mankind through His sacrifice, and ultimately became some of the most popular prayers in late
medieval England (Duffy 2005, pp. 249–56; Krug 1999). Each cycle follows the same physical layout
in the form of the letter ‘I’ with two scenes in the top register, one in the middle flanked by a floral
design, and two on the bottom. The scenes are evenly sized and each is framed with a gold leaf
border. Altogether, ten scenes appear in various combinations throughout the cycles: the Annunciation;
Nativity; Presentation in the Temple; Christ Preaching in the Temple; Christ Carrying the Cross with
the aid of the Good Samaritan; Crucifixion; Deposition; Ascension; Risen Christ Appearing to the
Virgin; and Assumption; (see Figure 5 for the layout of each cycle). The group has blank outer leaves,
suggesting that they are intended to function as a unit and the same ten scenes are repeated three
times each over the course of three consecutive double pages with the order on f.55v reproduced
exactly on f.57v and that on f.56r reproduced inverted on f.58r. This slow rotation through ten key
scenes, all closely related to the Joys and Sorrows of the Virgin, encourages a ritualistic reading and
conscientious reflection on the prayers they preface. The artist of the cycle is described by Kathleen
L. Scott as Illustrator B and is identifiable with the so-called ‘Placentius Master’ whose work can be
dated to c.1485–1505. This hand appears in numerous and diverse manuscripts, three of which were
intended for Henry VII or his immediate family, suggesting that he was held in high regard by his
contemporaries (Scott 1996, vol. II pp. 300–1 and 347).
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Figure 3. Pictorial cycle ahead of the Fifteen Oes in the Hours of the Earls of Ormond, f.56r,© British
Library Board.

 

Figure 4. Pictorial cycle ahead of the Fifteen Oes in the Hours of the Earls of Ormond, f.56v,© British
Library Board.
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Figure 5. Layout of the pictorial cycles in the Hours of the Earls of Ormond.

The mythology surrounding the evolution of the Fifteen Oes is unclear; however, it was said that
Christ revealed the Oes to a reclusive woman, sometimes said to be St Bridget of Sweden. The woman
desired to know how many wounds Christ had suffered during His Passion and He responded that
if she were to say fifteen Pater Nosters and fifteen Ave Marias that she would have counted and
worshipped each of the wounds. In some more elaborate versions the revelation was made alongside
the promise that each recitation would bring forty days of pardon and commutation of sentences
to Hell and Purgatory and if they were recited every day for a year, the result would be the release
from Purgatory of fifteen family members and the keeping of fifteen living family members in grace.
Ultimately, Christ urged let ‘every lettered man and woman read each day these orisons of my bytter
passion for his sowlen medicine’ (Louis 1980, pp. 264–68; Duffy 2005, p. 255; Leroquais 1927, pp. 97–99).

The legends surrounding the Oes, while offering some very enticing rewards, were also concerned
with the appropriate reading of the prayers, insisting that each word be afforded due meditation and
warned against the dangers of careless reading. Some introductory passages offered analogies with
the permanent dulling of precious jewels as a result of careless maintenance by way of explanation.
Such warnings and analogies emphasise the importance of reading the prayers rather than their
recitation (Krug 1999, p. 111). The material object therefore plays a crucial role in the practice of
devotion as the beholder considers the text and interacts with the folia of the manuscript. The pictorial
cycles further heighten this interaction. In a world deeply immersed in religious culture and indulgences,
images could trigger well known prayers such as the Pater Noster and Ave Maria with or without
the presence of the text (Swanson 2007, p. 263). Acting similarly to a rosary, the cycle presents a
visual anchor for each of the devotee’s thirty prayers as he carefully enumerates the wounds and
contemplates the suffering and sacrifice of Christ for the salvation of mankind. The devotee then
arrives at, and meditates on, the Fifteen Oes themselves which relate the excruciating torment endured
in vivid terms.

As in the Harley manuscript three of the four pictorial cycles in the Hours of Thomas Butler fall as
a group from ff. 53v–54v with blanks immediately before and after (Figures 6–8). The scenes are more
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numerous with twenty appearing in all and they are as follows: the Virgin and an angel flanking an
altar piece depicting three saints; the Virgin and an angel flanking an altar piece of the Crucifixion;
Annunciation; Visitation; Nativity; Annunciation to the Shepherds; Presentation in the Temple; Christ
Preaching at the Temple; the Agony in the Garden; Betrayal; Christ Before Pilate (and the Flagellation);
Christ Carrying the Cross with the aid of the Good Samaritan; Crucifixion; Deposition; Resurrection;
Christ as Gardener appearing to Mary Magdalene; Risen Christ appearing to the Virgin; Ascension;
Assumption; and the Coronation of the Virgin by the Trinity; (see Figure 9 for the layout of each cycle).
The scenes are presented roughly chronologically beginning from the bottom of each cycle and none
are repeated on facing pages thus expecting the viewer to move carefully back and forth in order to
complete the cycle. Unlike the opening cycle and Harley cycles, the formatting of this grouping is
less systematic with a variety of divisions and architectural frames and multiple scenes occupying
the same spaces. While considerably more simplistic in execution, the mise-en-page of the cycles
are reminiscent of those used in a series of pictorial cycles in fifteenth-century Parisian copies of the
Defender of the Immaculate Conception of the Glorious Virgin Mary and the Golden Legend.5 The latter is of
note as two of the Golden Legend cycles also include scenes of the Trinity in Glory dressed in a collective
cloak, united in their Book of Litanies, and surrounded by seraphim (in the former) and the bottom of
a blue mandorla, similar to those in the Holy Trinity miniatures in the Butler manuscripts (see below).
Each of the pictorial cycles in this manuscript also bears the Chourses-Coëtivy coat of arms along with
the intertwined letters A and K for Antoine de Chourses and Catherine de Coëtivy (Kaplan 2016).

 

Figure 6. Pictorial cycle f.53v of the Hours of Thomas Butler,© British Library Board.

5 Paris, Bibliothèque Nationale de France MS Fr. 989, and Paris, Bibliothèque Nationale de France MS Fr. 244 respectively.
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Figure 7. Pictorial cycle f.54r of the Hours of Thomas Butler,© British Library Board.

 

Figure 8. Pictorial cycle f.54v of the Hours of Thomas Butler,© British Library Board.
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Figure 9. Layout of the pictorial cycles in the Hours of Thomas Butler.

This grouping in the Royal manuscript is immediately followed by a miniature of the Coronation
of the Virgin before the Trinity and the Company of Heaven (Figure 10). Collectively, the images
fall between Compline and the Salve Regina and Gaude Virgo hymns on ff. 56–57. By the later
Middle Ages, it had become popular to sing the Salve Regina after Compline. Supplicants were also
encouraged to sing or speak the words of the hymn before an image of the Virgin Mary as depicted
by the devotee with a scroll in a Book of Hours in Trinity College, Cambridge.6 The producer of
the Hours of Thomas Butler anticipated the reader to be engaged in a ritualistic act involving sight,
touch, thought, and speech: first, a meditation on and uttering of the prayer at Compline introduced
by an image of the Entombment;7 second, upon turning the page, a contemplation of the details
of the cycle, the scenes of which are again closely related to the Joys and Sorrows of the Virgin;8

third, a contemplation on the Coronation before the Trinity; fourth, singing of the hymns with both a
marginal scene of the Virgin and Child next to the words and the preceding miniature providing a
visual focal point. The perceived efficacy of prayers, supplications, and gestures said or made in front
of images, both in terms of rewards and as a tool to heighten devotional experience, during the late

6 Cambridge, Trinity College MS B.11.7.
7 In the Royal manuscript the hours are introduced in a relatively, though perhaps not wholly, typical manner with scenes

from the Passion: the Visitation introduces Matins (f21v) though ordinarily this would offer a scene of the Annunciation; the
Betrayal appears at the Lauds division (31v); Christ Before Pilate at Prime (though this is less frequent than the Betrayal at
this division) (35v); Terce depicts Christ Carrying the Cross (though typically Christ Before Pilate or the Flagellation appear)
(38v); Nailing to the Cross at Sext (Scott notes only two copies) (41v); Crucifixion at None (44v); Deposition at Vespers (49r);
Entombment at Compline (52r); for a discussion see Scott 1996, vol. I p. 56.

8 The Seven Joys of the Blessed Virgin Mary appear on f.63v introduced by a historiated initial G with a scene of the Virgin seated
before the Trinity.
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medieval period has been well documented both in England and Europe. In his account of the culture
of indulgences at the time, Robert Swanson relates that praying to an image of the arma Christi every
day for a year offers 6755 years, six months, and three days’ remission from Purgatory. Similarly, daily
recitations of multiple Aves, Paternosters, and Creeds before the Man of Sorrows could exceed 32,000
years’ remission. Thomas Lentes notes the importance of ‘an exact chronology of bodily poses’ to be
performed during the Pater Noster and recited seventy-seven times in front of an image of the Mount
of Olives as ‘only those who used the right gestures in front of the picture could be sure that the person
in it would look at them with merciful eyes and hear their prayer’ (Lentes 2006, p. 362; Swanson 2007,
pp. 255, 262).

 
Figure 10. The Coronation of the Virgin before the Trinity, the Hours of Thomas Butler, f.55v,© British
Library Board.

The opening pictorial cycle in the Royal manuscript occurs on f.15v immediately preceding the
Hours of the Virgin (Figure 11). The principal scenes depict the Coronation of the Virgin by the Trinity;
Annunciation; and the Agony in the Garden. These are flanked by smaller scenes (from top to bottom):
the Assumption; Ascension; Risen Christ appearing to the Virgin; Nativity; and Visitation; with the
Butler arms inserted between the bottom two scenes as in the Harley manuscript. The pictorial cycles
therefore act as both preface and postface to the Hours of the Virgin. The opening cycle in the Harley
manuscript occurs on f.28v, described by Scott as Illustrator G, and incorporates seven narrative scenes
(Figure 12). In this case the two principal scenes are of the Annunciation and Agony in the Garden and
these are flanked by five smaller scenes (from top to bottom): the Assumption, Ascension, Risen Christ
appearing to His mother, Nativity, and Visitation, with the Butler arms inserted between the latter
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two scenes. Stylistically the Harley cycle on f.28v and Royal cycles are more refined than the group
proceeding the Fifteen Oes with delicately rendered facial features, subtle modelling, and thin golden
circles and delicate rays for haloes. Scott writes of the Harley manuscript that ‘this glamorous insertion
was clearly meant to cope with the inadequacy of the English historiated initial of Matins’ (Scott 1996,
vol. II 301). While this may well be true, at least in part, its insertion at this juncture also serves to unite
the two series of full-page miniatures in the manuscript: drawing together the recitations demanded
of the cycle (and a partial preparatory cycle on f.28r9) with Trinitarian imagery on f.27v in an active
preface to Matins complete with the patron’s self-image.

 
Figure 11. Opening pictorial cycle, the Hours of Thomas Butler, f.15v,© British Library Board.

9 Two partial preparatory scenes depict the Annunciation above the Agony in the Garden in a similar approach to the finished
cycle on the verso.
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Figure 12. Opening pictorial cycle, the Hours of the Earls of Ormond, f.28v,© British Library Board.

3. The Holy Trinity

The same association between performative act and devotional image in the pictorial cycles is
found in the second series of full-page miniatures which depicts the Holy Trinity. Four of the five
miniatures inserted into the Hours of the Earls of Ormond depict the Triune God. In somewhat bleak
terms, Scott refers to the inserted material as a footnote to a discussion of an English illumination shop
in the mid-fifteenth century:

the owner apparently wished to make a luxury copy of what would have been, without
pictures, merely good production. The inserted miniatures have very much the air of
commercialisation about them [ . . . ] The execution is poor, and the composition is identical
between the repeated scenes (Scott 1968, pp. 172n–73n).

There are two similar though distinct depictions of the Holy Trinity and each is repeated once more
a few folia later: pairs A (ff. 6v and 33v) and B (ff. 8v and 27v) (Figures 13 and 14). In both
pairs, the figures appear as the Trinity in Glory, the three persons seated side by side in a horizontal
arrangement. This type of image, though found less frequently, better preserves the equality of the
three persons rather than the co-enthronement type whereby Christ and God the Father appear in line
with the dove between them representing the Holy Spirit or the vertical arrangement of the Mercy
Seat/Throne of Grace.10 The figures are united under a single crown and framed by the symbols of the
Evangelists in the corners. Departing from the equality established in the position, the figures of God

10 For English examples of the Trinity in Glory type, see: the Wollaton Antiphonal, Nottingham, University Library MS 250,
f246v dating to c.1430; a Book of Hours, New York, Morgan Library MS G 9, dating to c.1440–1450; and Camarillo, California,
St John’s Seminary, Edward L. Doheny Memorial Library MS 3970 f88r dating to c.1460–1470; for a discussion of the types of
Trinitarian imagery see (MacHarg 1917).
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the Father and the Holy Spirit are depicted as a rich golden colour, unlike Christ who is much paler
with smaller facial features and a narrower frame. Christ is also placed on the left of the group which
is relatively atypical of the Trinity in Glory type whereby Christ is usually positioned in the centre
(Price-Linnartz 2009, p. 16). The striking radiance differentiates the two pairs. Pair A shows God the
Father and the Holy Spirit with strong torsos but no lower bodies alongside Christ with golden rays
emanating from their collective waist filling the frame. Pair B on the other hand shows developed
lower bodies for all three figures with golden rays bursting dramatically forth from the chest and
back of the Trinity with a ring of cherubim and seraphim hovering between them. Scott attributes the
illumination of f.27v to Illustrator D and the other three to Illustrator C based on the source and finish
of the parchment and the use of rose outlining. Given the iconographic pairs, this would suggest that
the two artists were working very closely together and from a common exemplar or donor instruction.
This use of rose ink in the Trinity scenes and decorated initials on ff. 7r–12v suggest a French influence
and a possible source for the iconography (Scott 1996, vol. II p. 301).

 
Figure 13. Holy Trinity, pair A of the Hours of the Earls of Ormond, ff. 6v and 33v, © British
Library Board.
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Figure 14. Holy Trinity, pair B of the Hours of the Earls of Ormond, ff. 8v and 27v, © British
Library Board.

The Hours of Thomas Butler offers two miniatures dedicated to the Holy Trinity, ff. 9v and
10v (Figures 15 and 16).11 The latter is strikingly similar in every respect with pair B from the
Harley manuscript. The compositions and colouring are almost identical with very slight differences
in the number of cherubim and seraphim and the colouring of St Matthew’s angel. Such strong
similarities in the iconography, compositions, and design choices between the two manuscripts surely
suggest a coordinated approach. This prompts the question of whether the refurbishment of the
Harley manuscript inspired the commission of the Royal or whether the personalised commission
of the Royal manuscript was the catalyst for the insertions in the Harley. While this would be a
difficult question to answer without further evidence, Scott’s comment on the ‘glamorous insertion’
remedying the inadequacy of the opening of the Harley Matins may be useful here. Perhaps upon
the commissioning of his more lavish manuscript, Butler decided to revitalise an older book with
glamorous, functional imagery.

The composition of the Trinity on Royal f.9v offers a more restrained depiction of the Trinity in Glory
type such as that in the Lectionnaire de l’Office de la Sainte-Chapelle de Bourges c.1410, the Chourses-Coëtivy

11 Trinitarian imagery is continued throughout the manuscript with a further miniature depicting the Virgin before the
Holy Trinity and surrounded by the company of heaven on f.55v. The pictorial cycle on f.15v incorporates a scene of the
Coronation of the Virgin by the Trinity and three initials are historiated with scenes of the Trinity: a Crucifixion type on f.12r
(comparatively rare), a Throne of Grace whereby the dove is perched on the bar of the Cross on f.62r, and a Virgin before the
Trinity on f.63v which is very similar to the miniature on f.9v but without the attributes.
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copy of the Golden Legend mentioned earlier, another manuscript belonging to the family, the Coëtivy
Hours dating to the mid-fifteenth century or an early sixteenth-century Book of Hours possibly from
Lyon.12 The three figures on Royal f.9v are depicted as full length, seated on an invisible throne. As in
all the previous images God, the Father and the Holy Spirit are deeper in colour than Christ and in this
case, He is bearing the stigmata and Crown of Thorns, and carrying the Cross. The three figures are
united through their hands on a common book of litanies but also by their luxuriant scarlet cloak as
in contemporary French and Flemish illumination.13 The golden rays are much more muted than in
the previous images emanating from behind the throne and outwardly restrained by a blue mandorla
which is in turn set within a red background. As in the case of the other five depictions, the symbols
of the Evangelists occupy the corners of the frames. While perhaps a little unusual, examples of the
Trinity surrounded by a mandorla and the tetramorph are to be found in the fourteenth century in
the Hours of Philip the Bold by the Master of the Throne of Mercy and in the miniature with donors in
the Pabenham-Clifford Hours,14 recalling alabasters and French and English Gothic ivories and their
treatment of the subject.15 Both the Royal miniatures and three of the four in Harley manuscript are
inserted preceding or in the middle of prayers dedicated to the Holy Trinity or the three persons of the
Trinity.16 As with the pictorial cycles, the images provide a visual focus for the supplicant’s devotions.

 
Figure 15. Holy Trinity, the Hours of Thomas Butler, f.9v,© British Library Board.

12 Bourges, Bibliothèque Municipale MS 35; Paris, Bibliothèque Nationale de France MS Fr. 244; Dublin, Chester Beatty Library
MS W 82; and Pennsylvania, Lehigh University, Lehigh Codex 18 respectively.

13 See for example New York, Morgan Library MS 287 f134r dating to c.1445 and New York, Morgan Library MS M 8 f136v
dating to c.1511.

14 Cambridge, Fitzwilliam Museum MS 3-1954 and Cambridge, Fitzwilliam Museum MS 242 respectively.
15 See for example: Toronto, Thomson Collection at the Art Gallery of Ontario 107363, an English diptych fragment; Washington,

D.C., Smithsonian American Art Museum 1929.8.240.12, an English diptych; London, Courtauld Gallery O.1966.GP.2,
a French diptych fragment; London, Courtauld Gallery 305, a cast of a lost French diptych, all dating to the first half
of the fourteenth century. For a discussion of ivory carving see: (Gaborit-Chopin 2003; Lowden 2013; Randall 1993;
Williamson 1982; Williamson and Davies 2014).

16 The miniature on Royal f.33v appears in the middle of the Te Deum hymn.
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Despite the somewhat unflattering description of the quality of execution, Scott nevertheless
regards the miniatures as significant, describing them as ‘unique iconographically in English illustration
and worthy of note because of the Gospel symbols, the three full-length nude Trinity figures and the
massive radiance as substance of the Trinity with three heads’ (Scott 1996, vol. II 301). Such a strong
focus on the rays raises a question about the inspiration for or origin of the imagery but also poses
an interesting solution to a theological and iconographical problem. Reducing the mystery of the
Trinity to visible human form is a theological hurdle and thus limitations are imposed on all figural
representation. While scripture provides physical manifestations for the second and third persons in
the flesh, in fire, and in the form of the dove, God the Father remains invisible (John 1:18). Given the
Trinity ‘is invisible in such a way that it is not seen even by the mind’, Augustine of Hippo forbade all
attempts to picture the Trinity, symbolic or anthropomorphic. Likewise, Pseudo-Dionysius places the
concept beyond human imagination opening his De mystica theologia: ‘Trinity, higher than any being,
any divinity, any goodness!’ (Augustine 1990, p. 136; McGinn 2006, p. 186; Price-Linnartz 2009, p. 3;
Pseudo-Dionysius 1991, vol. II 141; Rorem 2015, p. 9).

 

Figure 16. Holy Trinity, the Hours of Thomas Butler, f.10v,© British Library Board.

Obscuring the physical forms with the radiance enables the artist to surmount this theological
obstacle and focus on the collective essence of the Trinity. The dazzling radiance at once presents
the character of the Holy Spirit in the form of fiery tongues while simultaneously presenting the
three persons as equal and co-eternal: ‘together not three lights, but one light [ . . . ] one essence’.
Both Augustine and Gregory of Nazianzus describe the intensity of the light emanating from the Holy
Trinity, Augustine refers frequently to a ‘so transcendent light’, a ‘blaze of light’ and an ‘ineffable
light [that] beat back our gaze’ and Gregory to an ‘ineffable’ light that ‘irradiates the whole universe’.
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The radiance also however allows the artist to explore the more visionary, emotional, and personal
aspects of Trinitarian writings, for example Gregory relates, ‘[n]o sooner do I conceive of the One than
I am illumined by the Splendour of the Three; no sooner do I distinguish Them than I am carried back
to the One. [ . . . ] When I contemplate the Three together, I see but one torch, and cannot divide or
measure out the Undivided Light’ (Augustine 1886, pp. 19, 86, 109, 204; Gregory 1894, pp. 361, 375).

The drama and intensity of the Butler iconography is perhaps however more in keeping with
the passionate language of the twelfth- and thirteenth-century mystics such as Hildegard of Bingen
who describes how the ‘bright light [representing God the Father] bathed the whole of the glowing
fire [representing the Holy Spirit], and the glowing fire bathed the bright light; and the bright light
and the glowing fire poured over the whole human image [Christ], so that the three were one light in
one power of potential.’ Gertrude of Helfa exclaims ‘O ardent fire [ . . . ] O consuming fire [ . . . ] O
burning furnace’ and Mechthild of Magdeburg describes the light of the Trinity as ‘God let[ting] his
fiery spirit shine forth unceasingly from his Holy Trinity into this loving soul, just like a bright sunbeam
shining forth from the hot sun lights up a golden shield’ (Gertrude 1992, p. 105; Hildegard 1990, p. 206;
Mechthild 1998, p. 179; Ray 2011). These fervent descriptions stimulate the reader’s emotional, rather
than rational, response to the burning mystery of the Holy Trinity. Similarly, in the Books of Hours the
theatrical bursting forth of the radiance from the torsos of the three persons commands the reader’s
attention, elicits their personal and emotional responses, and inspires their devotional gaze.

Contemporary religious theatrical productions similarly utilised light, fire, and radiance to
captivate their audiences and convey messages of divinity. Actors playing the role of God were
traditionally masked or painted in gold to mark them out as divine both in England and abroad.
Play expenses in York for example included gilded masks and yellow wigs for the Doomsday pageant
and in Chester and Coventry the expenses list the gilding of players’ faces (Muir 1997, pp. 33–35;
Stevens 2013, p. 24; Twycross and Carpenter 2002, p. 220). This gilding ties in well with the golden
depictions of God the Father and the Holy Spirit in the Books of Hours and with the golden face of God
in stained glass of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, a practice described by Émile Mâle as ‘a relic of
the religious theatre’. Pyrotechnics and other lighting devices were also involved in the staging of
plays. The Chester Pentecost, for example, directs God to send forth the Holy Spirit in the form of fire,
‘in spetie ignis’, and angels cast flames on the apostles while singing the antiphon Accipite Spiritum
Sanctum [Receive the Holy Spirit]. Medieval accounts seem to support the idea that the apostles were
showered with real fire in these scenes rather than ribbons or props. In her discussion of the staging
of the York Transfiguration, Andrea Ria Stevens proposes that a metallic reflector could be used to
focus and direct either sunlight or candlelight (likely augmenting an already gilded mask or effect
of golden face paint) in order to create the illusion that the light of the Transfiguration was coming
from within the figure of Christ himself. Such directions had been provided for the Revello [Piedmont]
production of the play. The actor could also rapidly change his garments to reveal a snow-white robe
to further the dramatic change (Lumiansky and Mills 1986, play 21, line 238; Mâle 1987, pp. 108–9;
Muir 1997, p. 35; Stevens 2013, pp. 30–31; Twycross 2008, p. 38). This bouncing of light off a reflective
plate on an actor’s chest could certainly create, or at least inspire, a similarly dazzling effect to that of
Butler’s Trinitarian imagery. The iconography of the Books of Hours acts therefore as a catalyst to
prayer and demonstrates both a rather creative and somewhat eclectic solution to the representation of
a theologically and intellectually difficult subject with references to a variety of sources and styles in
different media and perhaps some influence also from the performing arts.

Furthermore, though not a gruesome depiction of suffering—as in for example the Trinity of
the Broken Body type which shows the dying body of Christ in an amalgamation of the Christ of
Sorrows or Corpus Christi and Trinitarian imagery—the depiction of the wounds emphasises Christ’s
sacrifice. Such iconography is again designed to elicit an emotional response from the viewer, to move
the viewer to penance and contemplation both of Christ’s sacrifice for the salvation of mankind as
the result of a decision by all three persons and of the fate of the viewer’s own mortal soul. François
Bœsflug associates the rise in funerary Trinitarian imagery across Europe from the second half of the
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fourteenth century with the intercessory power of the Holy Trinity. Devotees at their hour of greatest
need seek comfort directly from the three persons and pity and understanding from a suffering Christ.
This instrumental approach is also witnessed in the pleas for mercy in the Fifteen Oes, emphasising
the bond between Christ’s suffering and His infinite love of humanity and the promise of forgiveness
(Bœsflug 2001; Duffy 2005, p. 250; Krug 1999, p. 108).17

Harley f.27v also bears the traces of pilgrim badges, pinpricks forming two circles where a
badge(s) were previously pinned to the folio. Certain members of the Ormond family are known to
have undertaken or at least contemplated undertaking pilgrimages. Butler’s father, the White Earl
for example, was granted dispensation in 1431 for a journey to Rome. Likewise, his brother John,
the sixth earl, died on a pilgrimage to the Holy Land in 1477–1478 in what Thomas Carte describes
as ‘a fit of devotion’ (Calendar of entries in the Papal Registers 1909 vol. VIII 278; Carte 1851, vol. I
lxxxi). This sort of customisation of a Book of Hours through the insertion of a pilgrim badge was
popular in the late Middle Ages, examples of which may be found on manuscripts originating from
and belonging to families and religious communities in England, France, and Flanders such as a
late-fifteenth-/early-sixteenth-century manuscript belonging to members of a family in Bordeaux or
the elaborately adorned d’Oiselet Hours produced in Bruges and belonging to Claude de la Chambre
of Franche-Comté.18 As Virginia Reinburg has demonstrated, pilgrim badges offered the pilgrim a
tangible, tactile memory of their experience.

More than a mere memento of a trip, such souvenirs reminded returned pilgrims of their
experience in a concrete way. Just as touching a relic or image—even through the mediation
of tomb or shrine—conveyed the presence and power of the saint to pilgrims, so the souvenir
conveyed the memory of the pilgrim’s experience at the shrine. This was a culture in which
memory was an art. Wearing, seeing, and handling objects provided a material memoir of
the pilgrimage (Reinburg 2012, p. 81).

By incorporating his pilgrim badges into the Book of Hours, Butler had a sensory aid to memory to
help him recall his experience. Just as his Psalter with his name chained to his tomb bearing his epitaph
encouraged the reader to bear him in his prayers, the pilgrim badges encouraged a multi-sensory
devotional experience combining his personal esoteric devotional interests with vivid imagery of an
almost mystical nature and the tactile souvenir of a physical devotional experience.

Devotional imagery in English and French Books of Hours typically takes the form of the Five
Wounds, Man of Sorrows, Mass of St. Gregory, arma Christi, and the Veronica, and the associated
indulgences often offered magnificent rewards. These same motifs were also typical of devotional
imagery in Ireland from this period (Connaughton 2012; Duffy 2011, pp. 15–16; Duffy 2005; Lewis 1993;
Reinburg 2012, pp. 117–23). The tomb of Butler’s distant cousin and heir, Piers, and his wife, Margaret,
in St. Canice’s Cathedral displays the arma Christi for example, as does a tomb of an unknown Butler
knight at Gowran. Indeed, Salvador Ryan, in his assessment of the motif in late medieval and early
modern Ireland, notes that in the sixteenth century the arma Christi came to replace depictions of the
saints on tombs. Furthermore, Ryan notes that this devotion to the arma Christi was rather localised in
Kilkenny, the heart of Butler influence (Ryan 2014, pp. 253–55). Thomas Butler does not appear to
have shared in this particular interest in the arma Christi as it only appears in the older portion of the
Harley manuscript introducing Psalm 21, f.105r; whereas the equivalent historiated initial in the Royal
manuscript depicts a Mass of St Gregory, f.126r.

The devotional focus on the Holy Trinity seems to suggest therefore a personal choice on behalf
of the patron. This choice may also reflect a familial devotional preference as in her investigation of

17 A further prayer with indulgences equalling the number of Christ’s wounds granted by Pope Benedict XII, ‘Precor te
piissime Ihesu Christi’ appears on f.60r of the Royal manuscript.

18 See for example London, British Library Egerton MS 3883, f142v, a fifteenth-century manuscript with Netherlandish
and English origins; Oxford, Bodleian Library MS Douce 51, ff. 45v, 57v, 58v, 59r, 74r; and d’Oiselet Hours, The Hague,
Koninklijke Bibliotheek MS 77 L 60, f98r; see (Bruna 1998, pp. 127–61; Foster-Campbell 2011, vol. I pp. 234–37).
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images of the Holy Trinity from the Middle Ages and Early Modern period in Ireland, Helen M. Roe
noted a particular centrality in their locations or points of origin: ‘and of these it is to be remarked
that no fewer than eight are or were associated with sites in Ossory, either in Kilkenny city or in
the area of the modern county’ (Roe 1979, p. 101). Taking into consideration only those from the
fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, Roe lists five examples from Kilkenny and all of them take the form
of the Throne of Grace: a stone altar piece at Callan from c.1535 to 1541;19 two stone cloister panels
from the second half of the fifteenth century, one at each of Inistioge Priory and Jerpoint Abbey;
an alabaster statue group from the first quarter of the fifteenth century at Black Abbey; and a now
lost or destroyed stone panel thought to date to the late fifteenth century from St. Patrick’s burial
ground, known through early nineteenth-century drawings by George Millar. In addition, she lists one
example from Fethard, Co. Tipperary, of a wooden statue group of the Throne of Grace from c.1490
to 1520, of which only God the Father survives (Roe 1979, pp. 110, 112). As before with the arma
Christi, this concentration corresponds to Butler lands, furthermore Callan was founded by Edmund
MacRichard and the renovations of Jerpoint Abbey were patronised by the White Earl, Butler’s cousin
and father.20

4. At the Crossroads

Butler’s private life and political career placed him at the intersection of a variety of cultural and
social spheres. Prominently engaged in English public life and comfortable in the courtly circles of
England and France, Butler also maintained links with his family and sphere of magnates in Ireland as
touched on above. Butler’s Books of Hours illustrate ties with his Anglo-Irish heritage and Gaelic-Irish
culture as both manuscripts observe the feasts of St Brigit of Kildare and St Patrick in their calendars
(Harley ff. 21v and 22r and Royal ff. 3v and 4r) and the Hours of the Virgin in the Royal manuscript
also contains a memorial to St Patrick during Lauds f.16r and in the litany on f.80r.

Another item listed in Butler’s will, a small ivory horn given to him by his father, further
demonstrates his position at the juncture of Anglo-Irish and English culture:

Item wher my lorde my ffather whose soule God assoyle left and delivered unto me a lytle
whyte horne of ivory garnysshed at bothe thendes with golde and a corse thereunto of
whyte sylke barred with barres of gold and a tyret of golde thereuppon the wych was myn
auncetours at first tyme they were called to honor and hath sythen continually remained in
the same blode for wych cause my said lord and ffather commaunded me uppon his blessing
that I shuld doe my devoir to cause it to contynew styll in my blode [...] I woll that myn
executours delyver unto Sir Thomas Boleyn knyght sonne and heire apparaunt of my said
doughter [ . . . ] (will of Thomas Butler 301).

It is clear from the language used in the will that the horn was of significance to the Ormond household.
In fact, Carte claims that the horn bequeathed was held to be the one from which Thomas Becket
himself drank ‘and was kept very religiously in the family till this time’ and Butler proceeds to name
a further heir to the horn should Thomas Boleyn die without issue (Carte 1851, vol. I p. lxxxiv).
The horn, not least due to its alleged associations with Becket, was a mark of honour for the Butler
family, and this was also true of other families in both England and Ireland. John Cherry has argued
that horns in Britain held a symbolic importance in terms of ownership and transference of land.
The Pusey Horn for example was furnished in the fifteenth century with a band with an inscription
recording that: ‘I kynge knowde [Cnut] gave Wyllyam Pecote [Pusey] thys horne to holde by thy land’
(Cherry 1989, pp. 112–13). A reference to the so-called Kavanagh ‘Charter’ Horn in the Civil Survey

19 Originally from the Church of the Blessed St. Mary at Callan.
20 Edmund MacRichard Butler undertook to found the Augustinian Friary at Callan, Co. Kilkenny in 1461, although the actual

establishment of the friary fell to his son James after his death in 1464, see: Calendar of entries in the Papal Registers 1909,
vol. IX p. 248, vol. XII p. 25; (Carrigan 1905, vol. III p. 311); Irish Monastic and Episcopal Deeds, 1936, nos. 6 8, 15, 18.
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of Co. Carlow 1654–1956 states that the Kavanaghs were ‘descended from the stock of the kings of
Leinster, had a great seate and a vessel or cup to drink out of called Corne-cam-mor’ suggesting a
similar function as symbol of office and tenure in an Irish context. At some stage during the fifteenth
century Art MacMurrough Kavanagh or his immediate descendants commissioned the construction
or refurbishment of the ‘Kavanagh ‘Charter’ Horn’, an imitation buffalo horn goblet carved from an
elephant’s tusk. The goblet was intended for use in royal inauguration ceremonies, recalling an old
Irish tradition that only those who drank from the buffalo horn of Cualu could succeed to the kingship
of Leinster (Byrne 2001, pp. 152–53; Ó Floinn 1994, pp. 270, 274; Simington 1961, vol. X misc. 9;
Simms 2010, p. 7). The inventory of plate belonging to the Fitzgeralds, Earls of Kildare, dated 1518,
also included ‘a grete rede horne, bownd & gylt’ (MacNiocaill 1992, p. 303). Thus, in addition to its
contractual symbolism, the fifteenth- and sixteenth-century concern for the horn demonstrated by the
Butlers, Kavanaghs and Fitzgeralds suggests a performative interest in reinvigorating the heroic past,
lengthy lineage and traditions. As Katharine Simms writes of the commissioning of the Kavanagh
‘Charter’ Horn, it presents an ‘[attempt] not merely to preserve tradition, but to re-enact the past’
(Simms 2010, p. 8). As with the Psalter chained to his tomb in St Thomas of Acre, this private familial
object of the horn also assumed an important public role demonstrating legacy and lineage.

The Hours of Thomas Butler and the insertions into the Hours of the Earls of Ormond offer a
personal reflection of their owner. A prominent figure in English and French public life with an Irish
heritage, the products of his patronage were influenced by the various facets of his world. Marked
by English prayers, French designs, Irish saints, borrowed folia, and some individual artistic flair
and creativity these manuscripts present a combination of standard, personal, and familial devotions.
A pious and devoted reader, Butler’s Books of Hours also show him to be an individual concerned
with tangible, measurable results, combining imagery, prayer and repetition in an active performance
of piety with a particular interest in devotions to the Passion and Holy Trinity. This active participation
and concern for results was also true of the more public aspects of his commemoration and the
performance of lineage and tradition demonstrated in the bequest of the horn. As with the Psalter
chained to his tomb and the ivory horn held dearly by generations of his family, Thomas Butler’s Books
of Hours were performative objects, family records, ‘archives of prayer’ (Reinburg 2012), and material
aids to devotion.
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Abstract: This article studies the role of the earliest books printed in the Dutch vernacular in the
religious practice of lay individuals and the devout home. Many of the texts disseminated in these
early printed books have received little attention and scholars have tended to view them within the
sphere of the Modern Devotion, even though often there is no direct link to this religious reform
movement. This article attempts to show that the first books printed in Dutch offer an interesting lens
through which to study domestic devotion in the Low Countries in the last decades of the fifteenth
century. It argues that these books bridged the gap between catechetical instruction and the private
home, literally bringing home many of the ideals and instructions that the clergy would have offered
in church and thus increasingly ‘textualizing’ the lives of the late medieval laity. Printers such as
Gerard Leeu and his contemporaries acquainted Christians to the use of printed books for personal
and practical religious instruction and knowledge and thus paved the way for developments in the
sixteenth century.
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incunabula; Gerard Leeu; manuscript and print; Dionysius the Carthusian; Der grosse Seelentrost

1. Introduction

With regard to devotion and religion, the impact of the early printing press is still often associated
with the Protestant Reformation (Wandel 2016, p. 18; Pettegree 2015; Füssel 2003, pp. 159–93). Recently,
Lee Palmer Wandel claimed that until the sixteenth century, knowledge of Christianity was mainly
mediated through things, experiences and acts (Wandel 2016, pp. 9–14). For the majority of Christians
the Lord’s Prayer, the Apostle’s Creed, the Ten Commandments, and so on, “were not ink on a
page”, but sounds. Moreover, “no one claimed a ‘catechism’ [ . . . ] contained all that a Christian
ought to know” (Wandel 2016, p. 11). The importance of the printed book during the Reformation
cannot be denied. But while ‘catechism’ is a sixteenth-century word, Michael Milway has noted
that sixteenth-century catechisms differ from their late medieval predecessors in style rather than
contents (Milway 2000, p. 128, n. 51). Yet relatively little attention has been paid to the many printed
books and booklets published in the Dutch vernacular before the start of the sixteenth century that
were not pastoralia—works primarily intended to instruct the clergy (see Milway 2000, pp. 126–30).
Rather, the works under discussion here instruct lay readers on how to live a pious life and offer both
basic and more advanced religious knowledge, even teaching “what every Christian should know”
(cf. Wandel 2016, pp. 15 and 22)1.

1 On the function and (intended) audience of Middle Dutch catechetical texts and works on moral theology, see
(Warnar 1993, pp. 44–49).
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These books are still largely uncharted territory. The only two monographs that discuss a
wide range of texts from the Low Countries that can be characterized—in a teleological way—as
pre-Reformation catechisms date back to the first years of the twentieth century and were written
from a Protestant point of view (Troelstra 1901 and Troelstra 1903). In a 1993 article, Geert Warnar
focused on catechesis and “moral theology” for lay men, which resulted from the Fourth Lateran
Council of 1215. Warnar discussed predominantly works transmitted in manuscript and indicated
that Middle Dutch catechetical texts (from the fourteenth century onward) were intended to function
independently from institutional catechetical instruction (Warnar 1993, pp. 48–49). They were mainly
aimed at use within the private sphere of the household, especially in the education of youngsters.
He characterized these works for a domestic setting as textualized forms of sermons and catechesis.
Petty Bange’s work on “the moralistic discourse” in the late medieval Low Countries, has brought
together an anthology of useful information about moral instruction for lay people in Middle Dutch,
both in manuscript and in print (Bange 2007). Bange, however, only included texts available in a
modern edition, which significantly narrowed down her corpus, especially with regard to the many
devotional texts that appeared in print2.

Herman Pleij ascribed the early printed religious literature in Dutch to a dominant role of the clergy,
both on the side of production and consumption, and a demand for spiritual self-help fanned up by
the religious reform movement of the Modern Devotion (Pleij 1992a, pp. 12–19; Pleij 1992b, pp. 235–44;
Pleij 2010, p. 290; Warnar 1993, p. 50)3. Pleij deplores the lack of research into printed (religious)
works and the role of the clergy, but nevertheless proceeds to posit that the early printing press in
the Northern Netherlands was never commercial. According to Pleij commercialization only took off
once printers moved south (to Antwerp) where the clergy ceased to be significant (Pleij 1992b, pp. 245
and 248; Pleij 2010, pp. 290–91). Koen Goudriaan problematizes this supposed opposition between
North and South (Goudriaan 1992, pp. 203–5). Moreover, while often viewed almost exclusively as the
birth-region of the Modern Devotion, religious life and literature in the Low Countries was, perhaps not
surprisingly, influenced by various other religious orders and reform movements during the fifteenth
century. The influence of the Devotio Moderna with regard to the introduction of the printed book has
also been overestimated (Goudriaan 2013a, pp. 582–91).

Although the Modern Devotion stimulated the use of texts as the main tool for spirituality
(e.g., Mertens 1993), Goudriaan has convincingly argued that the involvement of the Devotio Moderna
in the production of printed books was limited (Goudriaan 2013a). In the fifteenth century, only three
religious houses connected to the Modern Devotion and located in the Low Countries ran a printing
press—in Brussels, Gouda, and Schoonhoven (near Gouda). Their reason for existence, however, was
never the provision of vernacular books to lay people—rather, their core business appears to have been
liturgical texts. Sometimes they tapped into popular devotional trends, but their production was subject
to commercial laws of supply and demand (Goudriaan 2013a; Goudriaan 2010 on the press of the Gouda
Collaciebroeders; Kock 2002), as with the business of secular printers. Secular, commercially operating
printers collaborated with members of the secular and regular clergy. Again, the main suppliers of
religious and devotional texts to these shops were not the Modern Devout, but the reformed Franciscans
(Franciscan Observants)—the Carthusians came in second place (Goudriaan 2013b, 2016, pp. 280–81).
The Church, however, did not adopt a single, centralized strategy towards the new medium. Vernacular
devotional books that came on the market were primarily produced by commercially operating printing
shops and met a demand for catechetical and devotional texts among the laity4.

2 See also her earlier work on the (rather disparate) genre of ‘Mirrors’: (Bange 1986).
3 Warnar states that the first printers likely thought that Middle Dutch catechetical literature would ensure sales. He also

emphasizes the diversity of these kinds of texts, which shows that the various needs of lay people were addressed. Cf.
(Mertens 1993, p. 13 and n. 15).

4 A similar situation occurred in Lübeck: (Andersen 2016).
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The focus of the present article is solely on incunabula (books printed before 1501) and offers an
incomplete overview of religious instruction in the late fifteenth century household as illuminated by
these sources5. My aim is to provide a number of examples of texts that early printers made available
for the laity and the lay home and, as such, to point to their potential as sources for research into
domestic devotion. The first books printed in the Dutch vernacular offer an interesting lens for the
study of domestic devotion in the Low Countries in the last decades of the fifteenth century: even
though the books themselves (and the surviving copies) are often the only evidence of their role in
domestic devotion, the very fact they were printed implies that they met a certain demand amongst
lay readership. What did the ideal pious household look like according to Dutch incunabula? In what
way did they aim to instruct lay audiences? The discussion of this small sample of texts shows that the
supposed caesura between the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries as ages of respectively experientially
and textually—through the printed book—oriented knowledge-transfer is not tenable. The situation
in the last quarter of the fifteenth century was more complicated and the present essay hopes to
invite further research into the role of commercially produced incunabula in the religious practice of
lay people.

In order to meet the ideals and practical instructions given in the printed books discussed below,
readers would often need (other) textual materials such as prayer collections, Books of Hours or
meditative texts. While my primary focus in this essay is on the former (ideals and instructions), if we
are to better understand the role of the religious printed books in lay households, the latter should
not be ignored. Printed books with both kinds of texts would often have functioned as objects of
domestic devotion, alongside manuscripts. Recent studies, notably by Sabrina Corbellini and Margriet
Hoogvliet on the appropriation of religious texts by artisans, have pointed to lay ownership of religious
works in France and Italy (Corbellini and Hoogvliet 2013). The texts one would need to live up to the
ideals and/or to follow the given instructions could be directly supplemented in the very same book,
or readers could find them in other (more specialized) editions. The Ten Commandments, discussed
in the first section of the present essay, could be found briefly listed in the Tafel des kersteliken levens
(Table of Christian Life), elaborately discussed and supplemented with exempla and prayers in the
Der sielen troest (The Soul’s Consolation), and yet, as we will see, to comply fully, for instance, with
the third commandment (keep holy days), one might also need a Book of Hours, a treatise with an
explanation of the Mass and/or a meditative life of Christ. All of these texts became readily available in
print through the activity of commercial entrepreneurs.

One of the most popular and voluminous catechetical texts in late medieval printing shops of
the Low Countries was originally not written in Dutch or in Latin, but in Low German. The Soul’s
Consolation was composed around 1350 (the oldest manuscript dates from 1403), possibly by a member
of the Dominican order (Schmitt 1959; Palmer 1992, cols. 1030–40; Warnar 1993, pp. 46–47). The extant
manuscript transmission of the Dutch translation of The Soul’s Consolation is modest: only three
manuscripts contain the full Dutch text (Deschamps 1963, 1972, pp. 193–97). The commitment to
private lay devotion to which The Soul’s Consolation testifies took wings with the first printed edition in
the Netherlands, published as early as 1478. The Dutch text remained in print until 1800, which attests
to a remarkable longevity of this work and continuity in religious instruction (Schmitt 1959, pp. 32–34,
p. 117; Murjanoff 1964, pp. 206–9). Margarete Schmitt, the editor of the modern edition of the Middle
Low German text, tried to relate the dissemination of The Soul’s Consolation, and in particular the
popularity of the Dutch translation in print, to the Modern Devotion. More recent insights into the
lack of involvement of the Modern Devotion in printing—as discussed above—show that it is highly
unlikely that the Modern Devout were responsible for the editions (Schmitt 1959, pp. 141–42)6. Rather,

5 The references to incunabula include the ISTC number, which refers to the (ISTC database).
6 Schmitt situates the entire text within the sphere of influence of the Modern Devotion. However, since the text predates

the movement, it cannot be connected directly to the Modern Devotion. Schmitt next tries to make a case for a strong
involvement of the Modern Devotion within the text’s dissemination.
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the venture was a commercial one. I use this text and the ways it encourages readers to put the Ten
Commandments into practice in their daily lives as a starting point for an exploration of domestic
devotion in Dutch incunabula. I then elaborate on two central themes that can be distilled from the
The Soul’s Consolation: prayer and meditation, and family life within a religious household.

2. Bringing the Ten Commandments Home

The anonymous fourteenth-century author of The Soul’s Consolation collected over 200 exempla.
Hence, the text is often presented as an exempla-collection (Deschamps 1972, p. 193: the work consists
“almost entirely out of stories and exempla [ . . . ]”), but the frame story written per modum dyalogi is at
least equally important. Although often overlooked, the dialogue between a father (confessor) and
a flexible-gendered child about the Ten Commandments is the most original part of the text, and it
organizes and interprets the exempla taken from a variety of sources, including the Bible, Jacobus
de Voragine’s Legenda aurea, Petrus Comestor’s Historia Scholastica, the Gesta Romanorum and many
others. It is in the dialogic parts of the text that the father explicitly answers the child’s casuistic
questions, explains the different ways in which the Commandments can be understood and gives
direct instructions on matters of faith and domestic devotion, which is our particular concern here
(cf. Palmer 1992, col. 1033).

The first commandment is introduced as “how one should love God” (hoemen god minnen sal) in
the rubric. At the start of the chapter, the reader is addressed as follows: “O man, you shall not honor
idols or alien gods” (O mensche, du en selste gheen afgoden of vremde goden aenbeden) ((Der sielen troest
1484, a3r-v; Schmitt 1959, p. 5, ll. 1–9)7. The father repeatedly warns against any belief in superstition
and instructs the child not to keep any books on magic in his possession (Der sielen troest 1484, b1r;
Schmitt 1959, p. 18). He supports his teaching with a story about a woman who believed in spirits, that
takes on a particularly domestic form: every night the woman would set the table for the spirits and
dish them up plenty of food in order to gain protection for her business. The woman only abandoned
this ritual after Saint Germain convinced her that these are bad spirits that take advantage of people
who believe only half-heartedly in the Christian God (Der sielen troest 1484, a8v; Schmitt 1959, p. 17, ll.
3–23). The faithful are instructed to let their love for God not only prevail above the love for material
things—which are only too easily venerated as idols—but also above the love for their housemates and
family members: their parents, wives, husbands, children, friends and relatives (Der sielen troest 1484,
b3v; Schmitt 1959, p. 24, ll. 17–27).

In the second chapter, the father tells the reader not to let his mouth get accustomed to swearing
in vain as did a knight who cursed by the Lord’s eyes in particular. While playing a board game his
eyes fell out of their sockets and he stayed blind for the rest of his days (Der sielen troest 1484, c1v;
Schmitt 1959, p. 38, ll. 1–15). Equal dangers lie in swearing an oath one cannot keep and in taunting
saints, and Mary in particular (Der sielen troest 1484, c2r–c4r; Schmitt 1959, p. 38, l. 15–p. 44, l. 28).
Jesus’ name should be kept in high regard, spoken and heard with great pleasure, since it serves as a
weapon against all kinds of evil: “Dear child, if you wish to keep the second Commandment so you
shall gladly mention the name of our Lord Jesus Christ and gladly hear [his name] mentioned because
the name of God is as virgin honey” [[L]ieve kint, wilste dat ander gebot wel houden, soe selste den naem
goods ons heren Ihesus Cristus gheern noemen ende gheern horen noemen want die naem goods is als honich
seem] (Der sielen troest 1484, c3v–c5v (Der sielen troest); (Schmitt 1959, p. 44, ll. 29–31)).

At the start of the third chapter, the father instructs the child not to work, nor to let your family
work on holy days. Moreover, one should not dance, sing or jump, since one who dances on holy
days might just as well plough or do other work (Der sielen troest 1484, d7r; Schmitt 1959, p. 69,

7 I cite the Dutch text according to the 1484 edition published in Haarlem by Jacob Bellaert (Der sielen troest 1484), followed by
a reference to the relevant passage in Schmitt’s edition of the Low German text (Schmitt 1959). Spelling and punctuation of
the Dutch text have been modernized.
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ll. 1–22). The father encourages the child not to eat or drink to excess, which is always sinful, but
even more so on holy days (Der sielen troest 1484, d8r; Schmitt 1959, p. 71, ll. 33–36). Furthermore,
one should go to church on feast days, and make up for what one may have neglected during the
week. Above all it is important to hear Mass—not only on holy days, but—if possible—on workdays
as well (Der sielen troest 1484, d8v; Schmitt 1959, p. 72, ll. 22–27). The latter lesson is supported by an
exemplum about young knight Willem whose life is saved because his father taught him to attend
Mass daily (Der sielen troest 1484, d8v–e1r; Schmitt 1959, p. 72, l. 28–p. 74, l. 2). This suggests that
parents should take responsibility for religious education of this sort. As we will see, other texts do
indeed elaborate on this matter.

Apart from hearing God’s word eagerly, one should also dedicate oneself to a more private
devotion on holy days: prayer. Nigel Palmer has already observed that the chapter on the third
commandment in particular contains an instruction for prayer that is important for the history of
devotion or Frömmigkeistgeschichte (Palmer 1992, cols. 1033–34). Early printers made these directions
and the associated prayers and meditations widely available. As with church attendance, holy
days may serve to catch up with prayer skipped during the week (Der sielen troest 1484, e3v–e4r;
Schmitt 1959, p. 78, l. 36–p. 79, l. 2). The most important message is that the chosen prayer is less
important than the mental attitude with which it is performed. You should simply choose the prayer
that lends you the most fervor:

Lieve kint, wat gebet dat di alre meest innicheit gheeft dat selste alre liefste lesen ende
spreken, het si dat Pater Noster ende dat Ave Maria of dat si een ander ghebet. Ende du selste
dy immer vlietigen dair toe dattu innichlike ende mit pure herten bedeste, dattu ander lude
niet en hinderste, dattu ymmer wat innicheit of wat geestelicheit ende wat sueticheit voelste,
want beter is een Pater Noster mit innicheit gesproken dan een heel souter sonder innicheit
(Der sielen troest 1484, e3v–e4r; Schmitt 1959, p. 79, ll. 3–12).

[Dear child, whichever prayer lends you the most fervor that you should read and speak
preferably, whether it is the Pater Noster and the Ave Maria or [whether] it is another prayer.
And you should always apply yourself to pray with inner fervor and with a pure heart, not
to disrupt other people, to always feel some fervor or devotion and some sweetness, because
it is better to speak one Pater Noster with fervor than an entire Psalter without fervor]

If you read the hours, you should read them slowly and enunciate each word. You should learn to
commend your prayer to Our Lord, and say as many prayers as is within your power, sometimes more,
sometimes less, depending on the amount of time you have, but always with fervor (Der sielen troest
1484, e4v; Schmitt 1959, p. 80, l. 30–p. 81, l. 4). Ideally, you should first pronounce three Pater Nosters
in honor of the Holy Trinity. This instruction is followed by brief descriptions of fifteen moments from
the life of Christ—from the Annunciation to the Ascension—and the recommendation to pronounce
each of the moments together with a Pater Noster and an Ave Maria, or with two or three of these
prayers, depending on how much time you have at hand. Should the fifteen moments be too long, then
you should omit part of the list and speak five Pater Nosters and Ave Marias to Christ’s five wounds,
supplemented with whatever you prefer. And if you do not actually pronounce your prayers out loud,
you should at least say a Pater Noster to Our Lord “interiorly” (spreken innentlike) (Der sielen troest 1484,
e5r; Schmitt 1959, p. 81, l. 5–p. 82, l. 6).

Christ’s Passion should be the central focus during prayer. Prayers should be prayed in honor of
Christ’s suffering, with compassion, and seven times a day (during the canonical hours, i.e., vespers,
compline, matins, primes, tierce, sext, none) it should be remembered how Christ suffered for us.
The Soul’s Consolation provides short meditative texts for each of the hours, starting with those in the
evening: the washing of feet for vespers; the arrest of Jesus for compline, and so on. While the father
confessor narrates the events in third person, the prayers (originally in verse) that follow allow the
devotee to repeat the events in direct speech to Christ (Der sielen troest 1484, e5v–e8v; Schmitt 1959,
p. 83, l. 14–p. 90, l. 31). The author concludes these ‘hours’ with the following remark:
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Lieve kint, mit desen vij dage ghetiden selste die mertelie ons heren eren. Duncket di dese
vij getide te lanc wesen, so wil ic dy een ander leren dat corter is...

[Dear child, with these seven hours you shall honor the agony of Our Lord. Should you deem
these seven hours too long, so I shall like to teach you another [prayer] that is shorter . . . ]

What follows is a prayer that focuses on Christ’s wounds. Another prayer exercise focuses on four
moments at which Christ shed bitter tears (Der sielen troest 1484, e8v–f1v; Schmitt 1959, p. 90, l. 32–p. 95, l. 3).

Equally elaborate directions for church attendance follow these extensive, yet flexible and
pragmatic instructions with regard to prayer. Naturally, this is something that would take place
outside of the domestic sphere. This does not mean to say, however, that church attendance is entirely
independent from domestic devotion—after all, preparation for church attendance would take place at
home. Nevertheless, a brief summary has to suffice here. When you come to church you should not
speak or even whisper. When you come to hear Mass, you shall make good use of your time: you
shall pray and weep, and never make yourself comfortable but alternate seated, standing, and laying
positions, fall to your knees every so often, make the sign of the cross or beat your chest. The author
specifies bodily positions for each part of the Mass, provides an interpretation of the hymn Gloria in
excelsis Deo, a translations of Te Deum laudamus and Salve Regina, and prayers for certain moments
during Mass, for example during the elevation of the consecrated host (Der sielen troest 1484, f1v–f4v;
Schmitt 1959, p. 95, ll. 4–7 and p. 95, l. 18–p. 100, l. 6).

After the instructions for Mass, the author—addressing the audience in the person of the
father—returns to the topic of prayer and reminds the child/reader to pray as he has taught him/her,
and to speak to Mary after s/he has prayed to Christ. An exemplum about a priest who prayed in
remembrance of the seven joys of Mary every day introduces the short expositions and rhymed prayers
on these seven joyful moments (Der sielen troest 1484, f4v–g4r; Schmitt 1959, p. 102, l. 29–p. 120,
l. 25). This section again follows the same structure as the elaboration on the seven hours and the
four moments when Christ wept: the prayer verses repeat in direct speech what has been explained
and narrated, and the similes and Old Testament prefigurations that have been discussed in prose.
The second joy also includes an explanation and translation of the hymn Magnificat anima (Der sielen
troest 1484, f5v–f6r; Schmitt 1959, p. 104, l. 33–p. 105, l. 15). These seven joys ‘introduce’ various
Marian exempla and miracles that are used to underpin the effectiveness of Marian prayer, not only of
the Ave Maria (in Dutch or in Latin, however you may have the most fervor—Duytsche of in Latijn,
hoe di meest innicheit hebste), but also of the sequence Ave preclara, which you shall hear gladly or read
yourself (Der sielen troest 1484, g4v–g5v; Schmitt 1959, p. 120, l. 26–p. 125, l. 27).

The fourth commandment is explained as follows: each child who disobeys or causes grief
to his parents commits a mortal sin and kills his or her own soul (Der sielen troest 1484, g6v–g8r;
Schmitt 1959, p. 126, ll. 1–11). However, one should not obey his parents in things that go against
God’s will or follow them in their evil ways (quade dinghen). Moreover, one should always help his
parents in their needs and remember that they suffered many a broken night for them (Der sielen troest
1484, g8r-h3r; Schmitt 1959, p. 129, ll. 17–18, p. 132, ll. 35–36, p. 133, ll. 19–20, p. 135, ll. 21–27). In turn,
parents should manage their possessions wisely and not give everything to their children so as to not
be reduced to beggary (Der sielen troest 1484, h3v; Schmitt 1959, p. 136, ll. 26–30, p. 137, ll. 17–18).
It is equally important to help your parents after their death. One of the exempla that supports this
statement recounts the story of a woman who, in order to gain material wealth, promised the devil to
sleep with priests and other religious persons, to take in poor people and throw them out at night,
to chat in church so as to hinder others in their prayer, and never to confess again. Eventually, after
her death, her son confesses her sins and does penance for seven years, which frees his mother from
the pains of hell. The father advises the child to be as faithful to his own parents’ souls as the son
(Der sielen troest 1484, h6r-v; Schmitt 1959, p. 142, l. 25–p. 143, l. 23).

With good works and a devout life, you should also honor your spiritual father, Jesus Christ
(Der sielen troest 1484, h7v; Schmitt 1959, 145, ll. 11–17). Moreover, to honor the image of the cross
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is to honor Christ himself. The crucifix thus plays an important part in the domestic sphere, as we
read in the story about a Christian who rented a house for a year and fixed a crucifix to the wall of
his room to which he used to pray. When he moves out, he forgets to take the crucifix off the wall,
and the new residents, Jews, torture the crucifix until it starts to bleed. When the blood heals their sick,
however, they convert to Christianity (Der sielen troest 1484, h8r; Schmitt 1959, p. 146, l. 13–p. 147, l. 5).
Because of the protective powers of the sign of the cross—demonstrated by a story about a Jew who
does not fall prey to the devil because he crossed himself—it is advisable that every Christian, before
going to bed in the evening, say his prayers and make the sign of the Cross (Der sielen troest 1484, i2r-v;
Schmitt 1959, p. 150, l. 17–p. 151, l. 22). Besides, you should honor your heavenly father with the
prayer that Christ himself taught his disciples. Here, the father translates the words of the Lord’s
Prayer into the (Dutch) vernacular, warns never to impede anyone praying a Pater Noster, and reminds
the reader to always pray the Lord’s Prayer with the greatest possible fervor (Der sielen troest 1484,
i3v–i4v; Schmitt 1959, p. 154, ll. 14–24, p. 155, ll. 34–38). A woman, whom the author brings forward
because of her exemplary prayer, can scarcely say a single Pater Noster during an entire Mass due to
her zealous and meditative way of praying, as she explains herself:

Ic en can niet anders dan dat Pater Noster ende ic spreket in Duytsche. Dat doe ic daer om
dat ic dat verstae wat ic bidde. Ende spreke icket in Latijn soe en verstae ickes niet ende soe
en wert daer mi gheen innicheit of. [ . . . ] als ic dat Pater Noster beghin soe spreec ic aldus:
“Vader ons”. Soe neem ic dese ij. eerste woerden ende begin te dencken daer op dat die
hemelsche god mijn vader wesen wil ende dat ic sijn kint werden mach of ic wil ende ic sijn
erfnaem wesen sel. Ende dat mi die hemeslche vader so grote lieft ende trouwen bewesen
heeft meer dan ye vader sijn kinde ende dat hi om mi een mensche gheworden is ende om
minen wil soe groot armoede geleden heeft [ . . . ] ende te lesten leet hi om minen wille den
bitteren doot. [ . . . ] Als ic dit bedencke soe ghevet mi God bi wilen soe grote innicheyt ende
soe grote soeticheit in mijnre herten dat ic een heele misse toe brenghe inden enen woerde
“vader mijn”. Daerna bedencke ic wat daer nae volget [ . . . ] soe bedenc ic alle die woerden
die in dat pater noster sijn, so en kan ic onder eenre misse nauwe een pater noster spreken
[ . . . ] (Der sielen troest 1484, i5r-v; Schmitt 1959, p. 156, ll. 2–35).

[I only know the Pater Noster and I speak it in Dutch. I do that so that I understand what I
am praying. And [if] I speak it in Latin, I do not understand it and I do not get any devotion
thereof. [ . . . ] when I start the Pater Noster I speak as follows: “Our Father”. And I take
these first two words and start to think thereupon that the heavenly God wants to be my
father and that I may become his child if I want and be his heir. And that the heavenly father
showed such great love and faith, more than a father ever [showed] his child and that he has
become a human being because of me and for me has suffered such great poverty [ . . . ] and
eventually he suffered the bitter death for me. [ . . . ] When I consider this, God at times gives
me such great devotion and such great sweetness in my heart that I spend an entire Mass in the
only word, “Our Father”. Then I recall what comes next [ . . . ] in this way I recollect all the
words of the Pater Noster and so during a Mass I can barely speak one Pater Noster [ . . . ]]

This description of exemplary prayer is instructive and allows us to form a clearer picture of what
the author means with his constant emphasis on fervor: a meditative, and visually oriented form of
prayer. This exemplum also prompts the child to inquire about the relationship between the vernacular
and the language of the Church and to ask whether the Pater Noster is “as good” (soe goet) in Latin as
in Dutch. According to the father, a book is as good in the hands of a child as it is in the hands of a
priest, but it is more profitable for the latter. Similarly, the Pater Noster in Latin is as good in a priest’s
mouth as in the mouth of a layman, but a priest who understands the words may receive more fervor
thereof than a layman. Moreover, Jesus did not teach the prayer in Latin, but in the language of the
Jewish lands—had he lived in the Low Countries, he would have taught the Pater Noster in Dutch
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(Had hi in duytschen landen gheweest, hi had duytscher tale gheleert). Nevertheless, should you prefer Latin
that is fine too (Der sielen troest 1484, i5r; Schmitt 1959, p. 157, ll. 6–27).

The child further interrogates the father: is the Lord’s Prayer sufficient, or should one’s religious
practice also include other prayers? The father draws an analogy with a domestic scene: if you come
to the table and you find bread and wine only, you will not die of hunger, but it is not enough to satisfy
you. The sustenance of the soul is ardent prayer, and the prayer should be as manifold and colorful as
the foodstuffs that you eat. Apart from the Pater Noster you should say “the Ave Maria, the Creed,
the Seven Psalms, the Book [=the Hours] of Our Dear Lady and of Our Dear Lord, of his Passion, of the
Holy Cross, and of the five holy wounds” (dat Ave Maria ende Credo in deum ende die vij psalm ende den
boeck van onser vrouwen ende van onsen lieven heer, van sijnre marteli, van den heylighen cruce ende vanden
heilighen vijf wonden) (Der sielen troest 1484, i5r-v, quote on i5v; Schmitt 1959, p. 157, l. 28–p. 158, l. 17).
The father provides the text of five prayers (to Christ, Mary, your guardian angel, your apostle and all
apostles, and for the consolation of all Christians) and instructs the child to pray for the deceased when
walking across a graveyard (Der sielen troest 1484, i5v–i7r; Schmitt 1959, p. 158, l. 18–p. 161, l. 34).

The fifth commandment not only applies to actual murder, but equally to ‘moral’ death caused
by the tongue: rumors can kill over the distance of more than a hundred miles and take the soul of
many a man (Der sielen troest 1484, l3r; Schmitt 1959, p. 188, ll. 27–36). If one is in charge of others, one
should guide his subjects and children so that they do not corrupt their souls (Der sielen troest 1484,
l4v–l5r; Schmitt 1959, p. 191, l. 33–p. 192, l. 4). Adultery, the sixth commandment (Ex. 20:14 thou
shalt not commit adultery), may not be committed in your home, yard or anywhere on your property
(Der sielen troest 1484, l6r; Schmitt 1959, p. 196, ll. 1–13). Living a chaste life also involves overcoming
bodily temptations and chastising your body “with hunger and with thirst, with waking and prayer,
with uncomfortbale clothes and hard beds, with rods and with scourges” (mit hongher ende mit dorst,
mit waken ende mit bidden, mit scerpen clederen, mit herder legheren, mit roeden ende mit gheselen) (Der sielen
troest 1484, l7r; Schmitt 1959, p. 198, ll. 18–22). If you want to avoid impurity, you should keep away
from the company of women (Der sielen troest 1484, l8r; Schmitt 1959, p. 206, ll. 30–35). Furthermore,
the father advises the child to be a manlic man (a valiant man) and not to succumb to a bad woman
because she will make you into a fool, the fate that Sardanapalus and Solomon suffered. You may,
however, gladly follow the counsel of your good wife (Der sielen troest 1484, m3r-m6v; Schmitt 1959,
p. 207, l. 5–p. 215, l. 3). The child, now taking on the role of a woman, asks what she can do if she
wants to live a chaste life but her husband does not agree. She always has to follow the will of the
man and keep a chaste soul—if he does something to which he is not entitled, he will receive what is
coming to him, although she shall always reprimand him. If you lead a chaste life—which demands a
true battle against temptations and with your own thoughts—your soul will become God’s temple and
a home for the Holy Ghost (Der sielen troest 1484, m7v–m8r; Schmitt 1959, p. 216, l. 29–p. 217, l. 9).

The chapter on the seventh commandment (Ex. 20:15, thou shalt not steal) contains many concrete
queries about unjust property, which also affect the home and devout actions. For example, it is
forbidden to keep a thief in your home, because that would make you complicit to theft (Der sielen
troest 1484, n1v; Schmitt 1959, p. 219, ll. 2–3). The child, again taking the role of a woman, asks whether
she may steal from her husband in order to give alms. Of the goods that belong to both her and her
husband she may take a little, answers the father, as long as it does not harm her husband or upset him.
Only in the event of an emergency—when someone is in danger of dying of starvation—may she break
these rules. The same applies for children and servants. Women who actively contribute to the income
of the household may give alms more freely than women who do not work (Der sielen troest 1484, n1v;
Schmitt 1959, p. 220, ll. 10–29). Interestingly, a child may be stolen by a Christian from a heathen—in
war and in peace time—because the Christian does not harm the child’s father: he will bring the child
to God whereas the heathen would have brought it eternal damnation (Der sielen troest 1484, n2r;
Schmitt 1959, p. 221, ll. 22–27). Within the context of the ninth commandment, thou shalt not covet
your neighbour’s goods, the child asks whether a woman may possess and use goods that her husband
has gained unjustly. She may only do so in dire need. If it is unclear which goods have been gained
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unjustly and which have not, then husband and wife should divest themselves of all their possession: it
is preferable to go begging from door to door than to have unjust goods. Should the husband not consent,
the wife may go to the bishop (Der sielen troest 1484, o3v; Schmitt 1959, p. 241, l. 8–p. 242, l. 9). Money or
other goods won with gambling should be given away as alms. Gambling is a great sin and those who
allow it in their homes sin as well (Der sielen troest 1484, o4v; Schmitt 1959, p. 243, l. 17–p. 244, l. 19).

The tenth commandment, thou shalt not covet your neighbour’s wife (Ex. 20:17), is said to be
equal to the ninth, and first focuses on man’s desire for another’s wife. The story about King David and
Bathsheba is followed by the stories of King Abimelech, Abraham and Sarah, and Isaac and Rebecca
(Der sielen troest 1484, p1r-1v; Schmitt 1959, p. 254, l. 1–p. 257, l. 16). These Old Testament-exempla are
followed by a rather crude and cruel story aimed at women. A knight and his household witness that
the wife of the stork who has his nest in their grounds consorts with another male whenever the stork
is out in search of food. Usually, the female washes herself in a nearby pond after her lover’s visit, but
one day her access to the water is obstructed. When her husband notices what she has been up to,
he calls for a number of other storks that stab her to death. The author concludes: “This shall be an
example to all women” (Dit sel een exempel wesen alle vrouwen) (Der sielen troest 1484, p1v; Schmitt 1959,
p. 257, ll. 17–29).

The Soul’s Consolation concludes with an elaborate narration of King Alexander, who is portrayed
as the epitome of a bad life (Der sielen troest 1484, p2r–p7v; Schmitt 1959, p. 258, l. 8–p. 271, l. 31). Here,
in this life he did not observe the Ten Commandments, and now he has to obey the devil. A last direct
instruction to the child summarizes the goal of the text: keep to the Ten Commandments so you will
not end up as Alexander but reach eternal life. Thanks to the activity of early printers, the text’s many
instructions on how to implement the Ten Commandments into daily life and the household became
available as printed words. Many of the issues discussed in The Soul’s Consolation were taken up in
other works that appeared as printed books in the last quarter of the fifteenth century. The following
sections focus first on prayer and meditation and subsequently on family life within the devout home.

3. Prayer and Meditation

The Soul’s Consolation not only contains an extensive discussion of prayer but also material one
could actually use to live up to the instructions: the short meditations and prayers on the (seven hours
of the) Passion, the four moments at which Christ shed bitter tears, the seven joys of Mary, a Dutch
translation of the Pater Noster and several other texts and prayers to ‘spice up’ religious practice
(see above, Section 2). Other texts that were disseminated in printed form offer many interesting
parallels. Discussing the contents of these works yields a more complete picture of what incunabula in
Dutch offered readers with regard to instruction and texts, how they functioned and even (potentially)
interacted. Dionysius the Carthusian gives identical advice when discussing the third commandment:
on holy days one should be fervent in prayer and spend the day with psalms, hymns and spiritual
songs (Carthusiensis 1479, 55r-v). The words at the end of his Van den loveliken leven en de staet der
echten [On the laudable life and state of marriage] also resonate with The Soul’s Consolation’s quest for
attentive prayer in which less is more and a thorough understanding of the prayer—through the use of
the vernacular—is vital:

Ende want beter ende saliger is luttel woerde des gebeets mit verstant ende andacht te
spreken dan veel sonder verstant ende andacht. Daer om ist nutter ende oerberliker dat die
ongeleerde menschen lesen hoer pater noster ende ander gebeden des ghelijcs in Duutscht
dan in Latijn. (Carthusiensis 1479, 115v)

[And because it is better and more blissful to speak a few words of prayer with understanding
and attention than many without understanding and attention. Therefore, it is more useful
and profitable that uneducated people read their Pater Noster and other prayers as well in
Dutch than in Latin.]
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The Tafel des kersteliken levens [Table of Christian life] instructs the reader in five points on how
to lead a correct Christian life (Tafel 1478, A2r; edition of the Low German text based on Tafel c. 1475
in Bahlmann 1894, pp. 63–75, see also pp. 19–20z). After he wakes up in the morning, he is to
contemplate that God has created him in His image. He should read at least one Pater Noster and
one Ave Maria “with fervor of his heart” (wt ynnicheit sijns herten) “on his knees in front of his bed”
(op sinen knyen voer sinen bedde), and plan to keep to the Ten Commandments. Additionally, prayer
booklets such as Die gulden Litanie vander passien Cristi [The Golden Litany on the Passion of Christ] offer
readers “a good blessing that one should say in the morning when one gets up” (Een goede zegheninge
die men des morghens segghen sal als men op staet), directed at the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit
(Die gulden Litanie 1492, d7r-v). Afterwards, in church, he should hear Mass devoutly, contemplate
Christ’s Passion, and read his five wounds with five Pater Nosters and Ave Marias (Tafel 1478, A1r-A1v).
Other texts, such as Dionysius’ Van den loveliken leven and the Korte lering uit de schrifturen der heiliger
leraars [Short teaching from the scriptures of holy teachers], elaborate on behavior in church and
stress the importance of a devout, attentive and interiorized experience instead of gaping or walking
around and chatting as if one were at the market (Carthusiensis 1479, 115v; Korte lering 1481–1482,
h7v–i5r, has chapters on “How you should go to church” (Hoe ghi te kercken selt gaen) and “In church”
(Inder kercken), which give similar advise). An interiorized experience of the Mass could be achieved
using one of the many printed booklets that encourage readers to meditate on the Passion by offering
so-called allegorical-rememorative explanations of the ritual (e.g., Boecxken 1479; see below Section 4;
Dlabačová 2019).

At noon, before lunch, according to the Tafel, a good Christian should thank the Lord, and read,
consciously and with devotion, a benediction or a Pater Noster. After the meal, he should say grace,
give alms and, should it be within his powers, he should welcome a poor man once a week at his
table (Tafel 1478, A1v). The fact that Dionysius enumerates the failure to say grace before and after the
meal as one of the points one might want to address during confession shows that this was indeed
considered standard practice (Carthusiensis 1479, 86v). Before going to bed he should reiterate his
actions during the day, repent any sins and do penance according to the advice of his father confessor.
When going to sleep he should first read three Ave Marias, again on his knees, pray to Our Lady to
keep him safe from the devil’s temptations during the night, and commend himself to the Lord, Mary,
and to his Holy Angel and Apostle. This shall make him sleep peacefully and, in the morning, wake up
with ever more commitment to honor God (Tafel 1478, A2r). The materials one would need to conform
to the given instructions—and more—are also provided. There are translations into Dutch of the Pater
Noster, the Ave Maria, and the Creed. In the next section—referred to as the register (dat register)—the
author lists, amongst others, the external and internal senses, the four cardinal virtues, the Four Last
Things, the seven deadly sins, the seven works of mercy, the seven gifts of the Holy Ghost, the seven
sacraments, and the Ten Commandments (Tafel 1478, A2r-v).

Dionysius the Carthusian in his Van den loveliken leven gives very similar advice for (married) lay
people in search of a devout life: they should pray every morning, and moreover, everything one
does during the day should be commended to God. Therefore, it is advisable to pray or contemplate
before going off to do bodily work, and once at work you should often direct your heart to God with
short prayers and devout thoughts. Worldly work done in honor of God is virtuous and can earn
eternal life: while a good, devout priest earns eternal life with reading his hours, farmers, merchants,
artisans, lawyers and officers earn it through their profession as long as they work out of love for
God. Before going to bed all Christians should first examine their conscience and how they fared
that day (Carthusiensis 1479, 69v–71r). The anonymous Glose ofte expositie opten psalm Miserere [Gloss
or Exposition on the Psalm Miserere] (the third Penitential Psalm) advises to let your consciousness
be a book in which you note down all your sins during the day. At night, when you go to sleep
and no one bothers you, you may open the book and read all sins you have committed with words,
deeds, and thoughts (Glose 1491, b2v–b3r). King David is said to have washed off his sins with tears at
night (Glose 1491, a4r). According to Dionysius, after the examination, one should say some prayers,
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especially the Lord’s Prayer and Ave Maria, make the sign of the Cross, entrust oneself to God and
enter the bed. Once in bed one should contemplate blissful matters, especially Christ’s Passion, until
one falls asleep (Carthusiensis 1479, 69v–71r). Moreover, those who can afford to do so should also
go to vespers and compline in the afternoon and in their bedroom they should focus on God in their
prayer or contemplation, “and study something good if they are educated” (ende wat goets studeren is
dat si gheleert sijn). The remark that this applies more to the rich and noble than to poor and working
people (Hier toe sijn die rijcke ende edele luden meer verbonden dan die armen ende arbeyts luden) points to
differences in (the demands for) devotional practices between social classes (Carthusiensis 1479, 73v).

Both the Tafel and Dionysius prefer the bedroom as the place of prayer. Quoting from Matthew
6:1–6, Dionysius stresses that prayer should take place in the bedroom, with the door closed (cf. on the
bedroom in Jewish prayer practice: Kohn 2019, Section 4): Christ advised not to pray in public because
there one might seek praise from others, and because a secret, quiet place encourages devotion. This
does not mean that one cannot pray elsewhere. When praying in church or somewhere else where
others are present, you should not pray or sigh loudly, beat your chest more than others, or show
any sign whatsoever of exceptional devotion so as not to unsettle others’ prayer and resemble the
hypocrites (Carthusiensis 1479, 39v). Good Christians should not only pray for themselves, but also for
everyone, because one who prays for everyone benefits from the profits of everyone’s prayer. Therefore,
according to Dionysius, all true Christians should pray daily for the unity, peace, and reformation of
the Church (Hier om sel alle waer kersten mensche alle dage bidden om eendrachticheit ende vrede ende der
reformacien der heyligher kerken) (Carthusiensis 1479, 68v–69r, quote on 69r).

A one-quire leaflet that might have been useful in accomplishing the daily examination of the
consciousness and subsequent atonement that both the Tafel and Dionysius mention, is the Lering van
berouw en vergiffenis van zonden [Teaching on repentance and forgiveness of sins]. This text instructs the
reader to go into an appropriate place, either in church or at home, to consider ten or twelve of your
sins that burden your heart the most, and then to “think in your heart or speak as follows” (peysen
metter herten ofte spreken soe hier na volghet) (Lering 1491–1492, a1r). What follows is a prayer script that
starts with the formula “O gentle Lord Jesus Christ, you know that I have committed horrible and ugly
sins with my evil will in such and such place and at such and such time with such and such persons”.
In the remainder of the text, the votary asks repeatedly for forgiveness while expressing his regret,
considering aspects of Christ’s life, and expressing his intention to better his ways (Lering 1491–1492,
a1r–a3v). This text was also incorporated at the end of the edition of the Exposition on the Psalm Miserere,
which, by example of King David, aims to bring readers to knowledge of and penance for their sins. It
includes a special exposition of the psalm Miserere in the form of a prayer, which one should read once
a day—or two or three times or at least once a week (of twe of drywerf of ten minsten eens ter weken)—in
order to receive forgiveness for your sins (Glose 1491, d1r–e1r; Lering 1491–1492, e4r–e8v). Printed
booklets such as these may well have found their way to late fifteenth-century bedrooms and assisted
readers in their evening rituals. To find out more about repentance, one could consult a text such as
Van den seven sacramenten [On the seven sacraments] where one would find an answer to questions
such as “What is repentance?” and “What brings a person to repentance?” (Van den Seven Sacramenten
1484, a5r–a7v).

After a section that focuses on the role of parents in the upbringing of their children (see below,
Section 4), the text of the Tafel comes to a close (Hier eyndet die tafel des kersteliken levens). The printer,
Gerard Leeu (d. 1492), or the editor of the text, however, added a poem in praise of the Holy Sacrament,
the Lof van den Heiligen Sacrament. The poem was written by the famous Bruges rhetorician Anthonis
de Roovere, who composed it back in 1456–57. Thus, the edition combines a text previously published
in Cologne around 1475 (the Tafel) and a poetic reflection on the nature of the Sacrament. In view of the
importance of De Roovere as a famous poet in his own right, this final part has attracted the attention
of literary scholars, who write about the publication in terms of collaboration between the poet and
Gerard Leeu (Oosterman 2018b, p. 160). Although it is true that Leeu had a connection with Bruges,
it seems difficult to imagine that De Roovere would have advocated for the publication of his most
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famous work—by then a more than twenty-year-old, widely disseminated classic—as an anonymous
addendum to a catechetical work transferred into Dutch from Low German. Together with the Tafel
the poem would have functioned as a prayer, likely in preparation of the Mass, and could be read in
church or at home. As such, Leeu’s edition is an excellent example of how incunabula further bridged
the distance between the private domestic sphere and the Church and could bring home devotions
and devotional texts such as prayers in the most literal sense. De Roovere’s praise of the Sacrament
was also placed on the wall of a church (in handwritten form) and thus functioned within the public
space (Mareel 2017, pp. 237–38 and pp. 243–48). Incunables such as the Tafel were intermediaries in
this sense, not only between the clergy (priests) and lay people, but also between public space and
people’s individual homes.

Leeu published another set of poems attributed to de Roovere on the History of Salvation, the life
of Christ, and the Four Last Things (Death, Judgement, Hell, Heaven)—not as a book, but as single
sheets that could be cut up and either hung on the wall or held in the hand (Geirnaert and Lievens
2018; Oosterman 2018a and Oosterman 2017). These poems were likely used as decoration in the home
while also functioning as objects of devotion, giving residents the opportunity to engage in prayer
and meditation on Christ’s life (cf. Mareel 2017 and Areford 2010, pp. 1–14). The images in the form
of woodcuts that accompany each prayer would have enhanced devotion and the visual aspect of
prayer, a characteristic of prayer and meditation emphasized in the description of the ideal prayer in
for example The Soul’s Consolation (see above, Section 2). Leeu’s Rosarium Beatae Virginis Mariae editions
reflect briefly on the function of woodcut images in relation to the articles or prayers that comprise the
Rosary: “Each article has its own image, depicted in front of the eyes, in order that it arouses ever-new
devotion in anyone looking at the image and reading the article” (Habet autem quisque articulus suam
propriam figuram ante oculos depictam, ut ipsa nouam semper atque nouam figuram uidenti et articulum legenti
afferat deuotionem) (Rosarium 1487, a5v–a6r; Dlabačová 2020b). The woodcuts Leeu used to illustrate De
Roovere’s poems would have had a similar function in the meditative practice of the votary. Gerard
Leeu used the same woodcuts in a number of works that facilitated a daily meditation and prayer
on Christ’s life and the Four Last Things, one of which (the Devout Hours on the Life and Passion of
Jesus Christ) its author explicitly directed at lay people juggling work and attention to their spiritual
life and religious practice. He ‘reinvented’ the Book of Hours for those who “who live in the world
and participate in the active life [and] spend a lot of time bustling about their livelihood, trade or
business, for which reason they do not have the time or the strength to keep the seven [canonical]
hours” (Dlabačová 2017, paragraph 8; Dlabačová 2020a).

The centrality of Christ’s Passion and the Four Last Things to daily (domestic) devotion is well
illustrated by the last chapter of Dionysius’ Van den loveliken leven, where he states that all Christians
should contemplate Christ’s Passion once a day. Furthermore, every Christian should daily “weigh and
notice how insecure, deceptive and short this live is” (te wegen ende te merken hoe onsekerlijc bedriegelic
ende cort dit leven is), how after death he will be judged by God, how “intolerable and most heavy the
pains of hell are” (hoe onverdrachlic ende alre swaerste die pyne der hellen sijn), and contemplate “how
indescribable the beatitude and glory of the saints in the realm of the heavens is” (hoe onspredelic dat
is die salicheyt ende die glorie der heylighen inden rijke der hemelen) (Carthusiensis 1479, 109r-v). Despite
the claim that the heavenly joys are indescribable, a brief description of heaven follows, and short
descriptions are given of the Passion and the other Last Things. Still, a book such as the already
mentioned Devout Hours or a copy of Die vier uterste [The Four Last Things], which Leeu first published
in 1477, would facilitate more in-depth meditations for readers who wanted to follow Dionysius’
advice (Die vier Uterste 1477; Devout Hours 1482–1483).

Another work that stresses the importance of books with meditative prayers on Christ’s life is the
so-called Spiegel des kersten gheloefs, written around the middle of the fifteenth century. Leeu finished
printing the text on 1 September 1478, only two weeks after he published the Tafel (Spiegel 1478). Like
the Tafel, the Spiegel was previously published in Low German in Cologne by Johann Koelhoff the Elder
(Spiegel c. 1477). The text is also known under the title Fundament van der kerstenre gheloven and based
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on sources such as the Compendium theologicae veritatis by Hugo Ripelin of Straatsburg (1210–1270)
(Pansters 2007, pp. 99–101). It contains information similar to the Tafel, especially its so-called register
(Spiegel 1478, a4r). In the Spiegel, many of the lists are expanded with explanations of each point, as is
for example the case with the Creed in Dutch. When discussing the fourth article—the article that
relates to Christ’s Passion, “I believe that Jesus Christ the Son of God suffered torture from the Jews
under Pilate”—it is said that “this point brings before our eyes the Passion and the suffering, and the
bitter death” of Our Lord “so that we will always carry that death in our hearts and thank, and praise,
and love him for that. If you shed tears while meditating on Christ’s suffering, that is a good sign and
those tears are salvific” (Spiegel 1478, k3r).

The printer, Gerard Leeu, may well have intended the editions of the Tafel and the Spiegel to be read
together—the texts complement each other—and apparently readers did follow this suggestion: two
extant copies of both editions were originally bound together (London, British Library, IA.47309 and
The Hague, Museum Meermanno Westreenianum, 001 E 049). While the latter Sammelband belonged to
a female religious community in Utrecht, the booklets with the Tafel themselves might well have played
a role in domestic devotion just as the illustrated meditative prayers mentioned above. The short
prologue on the first page tells (potential) buyers that this text encompasses all that a good Christian
should know, and all good Christians should therefore have a copy in their homes for themselves, for
their children, and members of their household (Tafel 1478, A1r).

A translation with extensive instructions for meditation to accompany each verse of the Lord’s
Prayer, not unlike the exemplary prayer of the woman who could barely read a single Pater Noster
during Mass discussed in The Soul’s Consolation, is included in the first chapters of the Boecxken van der
officie ofte dienst der missen [Booklet on the office or the service of the Mass] (first published by Leeu
on 20 July 1479). These chapters were later incorporated into the Korte lering, which later still was
published as the first part of the so-called Spiegel der volcomenheit, not to be confused with Hendrik
Herp’s Spieghel der volcomenheit (Boecxken 1479; Spiegel 1488). As in The Soul’s Consolation a thorough
understanding of the meaning of the Lord’s Prayer is paramount: only once one has memorized the
meaning of the Pater Noster may he read the prayer “after the letter” and fully appreciate it with ardent
desire (Korte lering 1481–1482, h4v). The later, extended text (Korte lering and Spiegel der volcomenheit)
starts with an exercise on the life of Christ for the seven Hours. There is also a section on what one
should read (Vanden daghelicsen lesen [On daily reading]). Although according to the text no general
rule can be set for religious reading, since people have different needs and schedules, and it is always
advisable to read the Short Hours of the Cross, each hour at the correct time, supplemented with
a Pater Noster with considerations on the event of the Passion specific for that hour (Korte lering
1481–1482, g6v; similar reading instructions are given in a text written for a lay woman and transmitted
in manuscript only: De Jong 2018). Those unable to read the Short Hours of the Cross can stick to seven
Pater Nosters “with remembrance of the Passion” (met ghehoechnis der Passien). However, to make the
most of one’s religious reading, it is paramount to consult a smart, discerning father confessor for
personal, customized advice (Korte lering 1481–1482, g6v–g7r).

The importance of a good father confessor is also recommended in the Twispraec der creaturen
[Dialogue of creatures], a Dutch translation of the Dialogus creaturarum. This collection of fables is
believed to have been written in northern Italy towards the end of the fourteenth century (Gheraert 2015).
Although the prologue points to preachers first when discussing the intended audience, lay readers
are not excluded:

Hier om is dit yeghenwoordighe boec nut ende profitelic allen predikers ende allen anderen
goeden verstandighen menschen yeghen die verdrietlicheyt des herten der gheenre diet
horen ofte lesen. Op dat also ouermits genoechlicheyt der soeter materien dye herten der
simpelre menschen getoghen mochten warden tot hogher dinghen in doechden te soeken
ende te verstaen (Gheraert 2015, a2r)

[Therefore, this present book is useful and profitable for preachers and all other good, capable
people against the sadness of the heart of those who hear or read it. So that through the
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pleasantness of the sweet material the hearts of the simple people may be drawn to search
for and understand higher things in virtues.]

In one of the stories recounted by the author, a monkey seeks a cure for her sick cub. She only
finds it after a visit to the skillful Master Macer, the master of all herbs, who fixes a medicine from
the roots of the plantain8. The moralization tells readers to proceed in the same way when seeking
their soul’s salvation: they should turn to a learned and experienced priest and father confessor who
can provide customized medicine (Gheraert 2015, e4v–e5r). In his Der zondaren troost of Spiegel der
conscientien [The Sinner’s Consolation or Mirror of Conscience], the Franciscan Observant Johannes of
Reimerswael compares the soul to the body in order to explain to the “simple, uneducated and good
Christians” (simpel ongeleerde ende goede kerstene menschen) how sin corrupts the soul. Moreover, since
the soul is more precious than the body one should care more about choosing a ‘Master of the Soul’
than a good physician (Reimerswael 1492, b3r-v and g6r).

However important religious reading, prayer and contemplation may be, it is nevertheless
essential to relax every now and then. In the words of Dionysius: “Just as man cannot always do
bodily work, so he cannot always be in spiritual exercise” (Ghelikerwijs als die mensche niet en mach
stadelijck lichamelijck arbeyt doen, alsoe en mach hi niet altoos in gheesteliker oefeninghe wesen) (Carthusiensis
1479, 98v). To provide the soul with rest, she must be entertained with honorable and moderate games.
The same thoughts are expressed in the prologue of the Twispraec der creaturen where the story of John
the Evangelist is recounted: just as the bow of a hunter would be weakened by bending it constantly,
so man has to withdraw from contemplation every now and then in order to reach new heights with
regained strength (Gheraert 2015, a2r).

4. Family Life in a Devout Home

All of the religious exercises discussed in the previous section and disseminated in printed form
in the late fifteenth century were meant to secure the soul’s salvation and to—as the father tells the
child in The Soul’s Consolation—prepare the soul as a temple for God (see above, Section 2). In the Der
zondaren troost, written in 1492 and published by Leeu within a week after completion, Johannes of
Reimerswael writes about the “house of our soul” (huys onser sielen) which should be made free of all
deadly sins (Reimerswael 1492, n5r)9. He describes the soul as a home with three rooms (memory,
intellect, and will) (Reimerswael 1492, o5r). To let the reader fathom how profound the purification of
the soul should be, the Boec van der biechten [Book on Confession], published together with a text by the
same author as On the Seven Sacraments (see n. 11), encourages readers to think how sedulously they
would prepare their home if a king or bishop were to visit: they would clean so diligently that the eyes
of the high ranking individual would not meet anything that could displease them (Spiegel 1480, aa1r).
In order to prepare the soul for God, then, one should act as if cleaning the house: “You should do as
one who sweeps his house: he searches around all corners and whatever impurity he finds therein he
wipes it all out.” (Du sulste doen ghelikerwijs als een die sijn huus vaghet: die soect alle die winckelen omme
ende wat hij onreyns vindet daer in, dat vaghet hi al wt) (Spiegel 1480, aa1v).

Just as God’s spiritual home, i.e., the soul, the actual physical home should indeed also be kept
pure and free of sin. Several early printed books in Dutch show that the inner and outer home converge.
Gambling and adultery have no place in a devout home, nor should you provide shelter to criminals
(Der sielen troest 1484, l6r, n1v and o4v, see above, Section 2). Pilgrims and the poor, on the other
hand, should be given refuge in a devout home. The father or mother should prepare a sleeping place
for them in an appropriate location of the home (Carthusiensis 1479, 68r). Furthermore, a devout
home should be free of magic. The Soul’s Consolation advised against keeping books on magic in your

8 The name likely refers to Macer Floridus, also called De viribus herbarum, an eleventh-century didactic poem and one of the
standard works on herbal medicine in medieval Europe.

9 On the soul or heart as a home that should be prepared for God see (Falkenburg 2001 and Klinkenberg 2007).
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home. Similarly, Dionysius the Carthusian, in the discussion of the Ten Commandments in his Van
den loveliken leven, advises against the use of texts for magical purposes. Those who seek advice from
fortune-tellers who then help them “with apples in which has been written, and with notes to hang
around the neck, with odd magical scripture” (mit appelen der in gescreuen is, ende met briefkens anden
hals te hangen, mit vreemden carecteren), act against the first commandment (Carthusiensis 1479, 51r). On
the Seven Sacraments lists five years of penance for those who mark their home with signs of magic or
sorcery (Van den Seven Sacramenten 1484, d8v).

On the other hand, (printed and handwritten) books that contained texts that would assist the
faithful in preparing their soul as a home for God were welcomed into the physical household and many
of the editions discussed here would have functioned as domestic devotional objects. The walls and
furnishings of the family home could serve various devotional functions: they could support printed
prayers and images such as the ones printed by Leeu, a crucifix, but the name of Jesus would also inspire
a devout home. Various media complemented each other when it came to fifteenth-century domestic
devotion, and the printed book played an increasingly important part in it. Again, the contents of
these works give a good impression of the kind of instructions made available in print. Dionysius
ends his discussion of the Ten Commandments with remarks adopted from Deuteronomy (11:18–20):
“The words of the Lord shall be in your heart and you shall tell them to your children and you shall
remember them when you sit at home . . . and you shall write them in a book and on the door of your
home” (Die woerden der heren sellen wesen in dijnre herten ende du selstese vertellen in dinen kinderen ende
seltese ghedencken sittende in dinen huse . . . Ende du selste scriuen in een boeck, ende inden doeren dijns huses)
(Carthusiensis 1479, 64r-v). Similarly, in Vander kersten ewe [On Christian Law], published in print as
Spieghel ofte reghel der kersten ghelove [Mirror or rule of Christian faith], readers are advised to paint the
sweet name of Jesus in the places of their home where they come most often, because Jesus’ name is
powerful enough to protect all world (Bange 2000, p. 93; Dlabačová 2014, p. 90). The Soul’s Consolation
already mentioned this quality of the Lord’s name and advised to speak and hear it often. At the
end of one of the meditative lives of Christ first published by Gerard Leeu we find a song “on the
most sweet name Jesus Jesus Jesus”—a vernacularization of the hymn Ihesu dulcis memoria—preceded
by a woodcut of the IHS-monogram (Tboeck 1487, oo4v-oo6r; on this edition see Dlabačová 2008,
pp. 330–46)10. A prayer on Jesus’ name at the end of the Devout Hours, to be said everyday together
with the Creed and accompanied by a woodcut of the Christ child, would ensure a devotee’s daily
‘dosage’ (Devout Hours 1482–1483, t6v–t7v).

A devout home should also be a place of learning and the man should lead intellectually: if a
woman wants to know something, she should ask her husband at home. If he does not know the
answer, it should be he who consults prelates or intellectuals (Carthusiensis 1479, 14r-v). The man is the
head of the ‘house family’ and he is in charge of the household, finances, the education of the children,
their chastisement, servants, the marriage of daughters, and so on. However, the day-to-day life at
home is mainly the domain of the wife (Carthusiensis 1479, 19v–20r). As Augustine already argued,
the father should take on the role of the bishop of the home and be more virtuous than everyone else in
the house so as to set an example (Carthusiensis 1479, 31r-v, cf. 48v).

Both parents moreover have to take care of the spiritual well-being of their children, and try to
guide servants to focus on eternal life as well (Der sielen troest 1484, l4v–5r; Schmitt 1959, p. 191, l. 33–p.
192, l. 4; Carthusiensis 1479, 32r). Children should get to know God from an early age and learn how
to love and honor him. If they can afford it, parents should not hesitate to send their children to school,
at least until they have learned the Pater Noster and the Ave Maria, the articles of the faith and to read
and write in Dutch—a type of ‘pragmatic literacy’ oriented towards a basic knowledge of Christian
religion (Parkes 1991; cf. Driver 1989, p. 235). Ideally, however, they should stay in school until they

10 See Lutton 2011 on the (vernacular) cult of the Holy Name of Jesus in England, which seems to have intersections with the
Dutch situation.
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have mastered Latin so that they can understand what is being sung in church and can even assist at
Mass. Unfortunately, many parents, especially in rural areas, do not provide their children with such an
education and thus do not lead them to good morals (Carthusiensis 1479, 24r–24v).

In The Soul’s Consolation, we already saw that a father saved his son’s life by teaching him to
attend Mass daily. The religious instruction of children within a devout household is a recurring
topic in the earliest religious texts printed in Dutch. A section directed at parents and describing their
responsibility in the Christian upbringing of their children is also included in the Tafel des kersteliken
levens. Parents should instruct their offspring to offer their innocence and purity to God, together
with the innocents massacred by Herod. Children should be taught the Pater Noster, Ave Maria,
the Twelve Articles of the Creed, the Ten Commandments, and everything explained previously in
the Tafel and its ‘register’ (Tafel 1478, A2v). Furthermore, they should be instructed on how to honor
their apostle, their holy angel and other saints. They should learn how to bless themselves at night
and in the morning, and always enter or leave with the sign of the Cross. Furthermore, they should
be taught how to pray in the evening and morning on their knees in front of their bed, how to read
their benediction and grace according to custom and fervently, to be austere with regard to food and
drink, and also in chatting. They should not gossip and destroy other people’s reputation—a topic
elaborately discussed in The Soul’s Consolation—and keep the home free from evil by not bringing new
rumors to their home. If one does not teach this to children from their early youth, they will resemble
old dogs that are difficult to tame (Tafel 1478, A3r-v). Parents should give a good example by living a
virtuous life, punish their children when necessary, and ensure a good education at the school with the
best master of an undisputed reputation (Tafel 1478, A3v–A4r).

On the Seven Sacraments also reminds its readers that parents are obligated to teach their children
—or have them taught—in the holy faith, lead them to church and chastise them for their bad habits
(Van den Seven Sacramenten 1484, h6v). Marriage has two aims: to create offspring and to avoid sin.
Even though, as we have seen before, magic had no place in (the bookcase of) a devout household,
the anonymous author of On the Seven Sacraments discusses complications in one of marriage’s main
aims: the possibility that the husband is made infertile through sorcery or herbs. To remedy such
problems, according to this text Albert the Great advises the husband to get hold of his wife’s shirt and
to pee at once both through the neckband and the left sleeve (Van den Seven Sacramenten 1484, k4r-v).

A good, Christian upbringing naturally starts with the sacrament of baptism. On the Seven
Sacraments, a dialogic text not previously transmitted in manuscript and probably created especially
for the printing press, discusses this sacrament that was so strongly connected to procreation, one
of the main aims of marriage. The author seeks to familiarize non-Latinate readers with the seven
sacraments11. Many of his instructions pertain to the domestic sphere and appear to empower lay
people to transfer the religious ritual not only into their own mother tongue, the Dutch vernacular,
but also into their own family home. The author’s remark that he asks one of his questions (i.e., how
should a priest behave when he hears confession?) “for the benefit of the simple priests who are not
lawyers so that they may be informed a little about this” (om der simpelre priesteren willen die welcke
gheen iuristen en sijn dat sy doch hier inne wat gheinformeert moghen wesen), however, reveals that his work
was at least partially aimed at a priestly readership (Van den Seven Sacramenten 1484, b7v, cf. also c4v).

According to On the seven sacraments, in case of an emergency, baptism can be performed by any
person—a woman as well as a man, father or mother (soe wel wijf als man, vader of moeder)—as long as it
is done in the way prescribed by the Holy Church (Van den Seven Sacramenten 1484, a1v). The author
discusses the Dutch words that one should use and addresses the difference with the Latin original,
which has no need for a personal pronoun: “In Latin the baptizer may say: ‘baptiso te in nomine patris
et cetera’, which in our Dutch language would not sound well. Therefore, it is the best that one says:

11 The author came from Holland; see Van den seven sacramenten 1484, l2r, where he writes that this not the custom there. He
also wrote the Spiegel des eeuwigen levens, first published in Delft in 1480 (Spiegel 1480). See (Warnar 2019, pp. 494–500). → if
everything is bracketed this should be too probably (please remove this comment)

146



Religions 2020, 11, 45

‘I baptize you et cetera’” (In Latijn soe soude den doper wel moghen segghen: “baptiso te in nomine patris et
cetera”, twelcke nae onsen Duytsche niet wel luden en soude. Daerom so ist sekerste dat men segghe “Ick dope di
et ceterea”) (Van den Seven Sacramenten 1484, a2r). In case a woman is in labor and there is fear for the
child’s life, the midwife should baptize the child. Only later should the child be brought to church
where—if needed—the priest may rectify what failed at home (Van den Seven Sacramenten 1484, a2v).
The question whether baptism is legitimate when done ‘in jest or joke’ (in boerten ende in iocke) seems to
point to the performance of religious ritual in a playful or carnivalesque atmosphere (Van den Seven
Sacramenten 1484, a3r).

About the compatibility of marriage and a devout, pious lifestyle, one could read more in
Dionysius the Carthusian’s De laudabili vita coniugatorum, translated into Dutch as Van den loveliken
leven en de staet der echten and published by Leeu on 26 July 1479 in Gouda. Written from a male
perspective, the text discusses the conduct towards the wife and family, but also offers an explanation
of the Ten Commandments, advice about confession, speaking, gambling, and so on. “Learned men”
(notabele gheleerden) as well as male acquaintances who live a married life have often asked Dionysius
to put pen to paper and write about these matters (Carthusiensis 1479, 2v–3r).

Marriage brings many challenges to a devout, Christian life and home. Some women make
their husbands’ lives difficult by complaining even at night about how other women have more
beautiful clothes and jewels and stand in high regard. They question their husband’s behavior: “why
did you look in such a friendly manner at that woman? What did you have to discuss with that
virgin?” (Carthusiensis 1479, 6v: Waer om saecht ghi dat wijf so vriendeliken an? Wat haddi te spreken
met dyer maghet?). In general, marriage makes it difficult to focus on fervent prayer, holy thoughts,
and contemplation because it distracts the heart—the lust of the flesh makes the heart unable to care
for godly things (Carthusiensis 1479, 10r).

According to Dionysius, it is better to die without children than to leave behind bad children (bose
kinderen). As in the Tafel, good Christian parents should reprimand their children whenever they see
anything bad in their behavior: they should keep measure in food and drink, sleeping, and in the way
they dress (Carthusiensis 1479, 26r–27v). And it is not only children who should keep measure in
these matters: all Christian people should beware of food and drink that is too good and beds that are
too soft, since opulence darkens the heart and makes the senses blunt (Carthusiensis 1479, 71v–73v).
Drinking, especially outside of lunch and dinner, should be avoided, since drunkenness breaks the
soul. To bring the message home, Dionysius quotes from Ambrose: the drunk who devours wine
will be devoured by it (Carthusiensis 1479, 74v–75v). As to fashion: just as religious people wear the
habit of their order, so should all Christians who follow Christ’s law wear clothes that show their
meekness (Carthusiensis 1479, 77r-v). When discussing the last three Commandments, Dionysius
expresses his annoyance at a specific kind of fashion. People tend to wear a cloak (heuke) directly over
an undershirt (wamboeys) that is half open on one side which reveals the loins (Carthusiensis 1479,
62r-v). However, both women and men are allowed to make themselves beautiful within reasonable
measure in order to keep their partner from going off with someone else (Carthusiensis 1479, l3v).
Further, children should be kept from dishonorable dancing and from all forbidden games, especially
gambling and tournaments. Girls should especially be kept off the streets and busy so that they do not
get the chance to gossip or cast their eyes on men. The example of emperor Octavian who kept his
daughters spinning and weaving serves to make a point about textile labors as an important part of a
devout household (Carthusiensis 1479, 26r–27v; Dlabačová 2018 on printed texts that offer meditations
on Christ’s Passion for during spinning and weaving).

5. Conclusions

The distinction some scholars make between the period until 1500 as an age in which religious
knowledge was “learned over a lifetime—through acts, images, architecture, song, sound, sight, smell,
and touch”—and the sixteenth century as an era in which foundational teachings became printed
words (Wandel 2016, p. 7, n. 17) does not do justice to late medieval religious developments, book
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production and fifteenth-century printing in particular. The changes that occurred appear to be much
more gradual, and a discussion of the contents of a small sample of incunabula shows that the two
periods display more overlap with regard to written religious instruction and domestic devotion
than scholars acknowledge. Many fifteenth-century believers would have seen ‘basic’ texts such as
the Lord’s Prayer or the Creed as printed words on a page. The early ‘catechetical’ works discussed
here paved the way for developments in the sixteenth century: printers such as Gerard Leeu and his
contemporaries accustomed Christians to the use of printed books for personal and practical religious
instruction and knowledge. Although it might be true that “no text, singularly or in aggregate, was
definitive of being ‘a Christian’” (Wandel 2016, p. 14), many texts did try to define a ‘good Christian’.
In this sense, the decades before the Reformation were indeed a “dawn of the Reformation” rather
than an “eve of the Reformation”12.

Yet, the material discussed in this essay should prompt us to further reconsider the supposed
dichotomy between the medieval and early modern period without viewing fifteenth-century printed
books only as predecessors of later, sixteenth-century developments. The first books printed in Dutch
offer a wealth of ideals and instructions for prayer, meditation, religious reading, and family life
within the devout home. These commercially produced printed pages offer texts that generally do
not pertain directly to the Modern Devotion and were often not already disseminated in manuscript.
Although a few of the texts specifically addressed at a lay audience were available in manuscript
copies, many other ones were never disseminated in manuscript. These printed books would have
functioned as devotional objects in lay homes in dialogue with other—printed and handwritten—books
containing prayers, exercises and meditations, with (printed) images and objects such as crucifixes or
the IHS-monogram painted on the wall. At the same time, there was interplay with public spaces,
especially the church to which many of the texts refer and to which readers would have brought
their (printed) books. Prayer and meditation in a private space were distinctly different from prayer
and meditation in a public space (on the ‘consonance or dissonance’ between private and public
devotion, see, e.g., (Williamson 2013)). Moreover, these early printed books bridged the space between
catechetical instruction and the private home, literally bringing home many of the instructions that
the clergy would have offered in church and thus increasingly ‘textualizing’ the lives of the late
medieval laity.
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Abstract: This article will discuss domestic devotions by framing them in terms of devotions carried
out in the home, defined by its opposition to ecclesiastical, consecrated space. It will examine how
women, considered the laity par excellence through their inability to ever attain sacerdotal authority,
were advised spiritually by mendicant friars on how to lead a Christian life according to their status as
wives, widows or virgins. It will look at the devotional literature that was widespread in mercantile
homes and the devotional images designed to move the soul. This discussion will attempt to show the
tensions between ecclesiastical and domestic spaces; between the clergy and the laity, and between
the corporeal and spiritual worlds of late medieval devotion. It will argue that, despite clerical unease
with the female and domestic space, the importance accorded to female piety by the mendicant orders
at the close of the Middle Ages was such that women were entrusted with key educational roles in
the family, even leading to the astonishing affirmation of them as ‘preachers’ within the borders of
their households.

Keywords: mendicants; devotional texts; devotional art; female patronage; Florentine trecento

1. Introduction

In a well-known treatise, Regola del governo di cura familiare, written in 1403, the Dominican friar
Giovanni Dominici advised Bartolomea degli Obizzi, widow of the exiled Antonio di Niccolò degli
Alberti, on how to practice devotion within the home and raise her four children (Dominici 1860, p. 132;
Baxendale 1991, p. 731). After having advised her to have paintings in the house to instruct the children,
as ‘paintings of Angels and Saints are allowed and ordered, for the lower mental levels’1, he went on to
say that if she did not want to have images, or could not have, ‘such paintings to make almost a temple
of the home’ she should have the children frequently brought to church when offices were not said,
so they should become used to holy places.2 The polarity between the ecclesiastical and liturgical space
of the church and the domestic one of the home was ideally to be overcome by the transformation of
the home into a church, and the (male) children were to be taught the principles of sacramental religion
by being urged to dress as priests, to create little altars, to decorate them, clean them and adorn them
with images (Dominici 1860, p. 146).3 There is no doubt about the superiority of the ecclesiastical space
and only the boys can become its administrators: priests. The passage neatly illustrates the difference

1 ’Però che debbi sapere sono permesse e ordinate le dipinture degli Angeli e Santi, per utilità mentale de’ più bassi’.
2 ‘E se non vuogli, o non puoi, di tante dipinture fare quasi tempio in casa, avendo balia fa’ sieno menati spesso in chiesa a

tempo non vi sia tumulto, nè vi si dica ufficcio; acciò nè lor mente sia rapita dalla tumultuata gente, nè lor cianciare dia
impaccio al divino ufficio.’

3 ‘Ma farai uno altaruzzo o due in casa, sotto titolo del Salvatore, del quale è la festa ogni domenica: abbivi tre o quattro
dossaluzzi variati, ed egli, o più, ne sieno sacrestani; mostrando loro come ogni festa debbano variatamente adornare quella
cappelluzza. Alcuna volta saranno occupati in fare grillande di fiori o d’erbe, e incoronare Iesu, adornare la Vergine Maria
dipinta, fare candeluzze, accendere e spegnere, incensare, tenere pulito, spazzare, parare gli altari, comporre de’ candelieri
di fuscelli di cera, di terra; sievi la campanuzzi, corrino a sonare tutte l’ore co me sentono nelle chiese, possansi parare con le
camice come accoliti, cantinvi come sanno, parinsi a dir messa, e sieno menato alcuni volta alla ch iesa e loro mostrato quel
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between the familial space, sometimes, and arguably, governed by the woman, and the ecclesiastical,
governed by the male clergy.

In this contribution, I examine the domestic devotions of women as exemplifying those of a group
that was lay in extremis; that is, unable ever to enter sacerdotal functions and spaces. Using the sermons
and treatises of the Dominicans Giordano da Pisa (d.1310), Domenico Cavalca (d.1342), Giovanni
Dominici (c.1355–1419), Antoninus Pierozzi (1389–1459) and the Franciscan Bernardino da Siena
(1380–1444), I will examine the messages transmitted through these texts to women. I will then look at
popular devotional texts that were demonstrably owned by women and devotional art originating, in all
probability, due to scale, subject matter and format, from domestic spaces. The appearance of a female
donor figure or a couple will further place these images within female and domestic concerns. The
voices of women themselves remain isolated and sporadic, but I shall use that of Margherita Bandini
Datini (c.1360–1423) wife of the famous merchant of Prato, Francesco di Marco Datini. Her voice is not
to be discounted as an important witness of fourteenth-century life, as significant for relaying what her
daily concerns were when negotiating the demands of her household and mediating between domestic
life and religious requirements.

Medieval Christianity bore within it a number of tensions: those between the religious and secular,
sacred and profane, male and female, virginal or celibate and married. These opposite poles were also
nodes of power relations in which, in all cases, the dominant power (religious, sacred, male, virginal) was
the former, the lesser was the latter (secular, profane, female, married). The highest form of life was the
religious one, in which, theoretically, celibate male priests held the sole authority over the sacrament of
the Eucharist, necessary, after 1215, for every Christian to consume at least once a year, in a suitable state
of penitence after having been confessed (Von Moos 1996, p. 120; Rusconi 1981, pp. 68–69). Underlying
my discussion is the contrast between masculine, consecrated space and its ministers, and domestic space,
conceived of by these friars as feminine, or at least as a space in which women could exert significant
influence. Ecclesiastical space was sharply distinct from domestic space.

Women, operating largely within a vernacular milieu, were usually responsible for the religious
instruction of their children, and were seen as significant players in the late medieval piety, known
as affective and penitential. In fourteenth- and fifteenth-century Florence, as elsewhere, women’s
spirituality and devout piety had long been recognized as powerful, but in need of regulation and
guidance (Benvenuti Papi 1990, pp. 119, 205, 218, 242, 247). Of Cistercian inspiration, the penitential
movement emphasized affectivity in devotional practice, and empathy in considering the Passion of
Christ and the lives of his mother and the saints. Promoted effectively by the mendicant orders in
the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, the movement was particularly popular with women, already
culturally linked with affectivity and the body (Bornstein 1996, p. 7; Vauchez 1993, p. 408; Bynum 1991).
The literature on this feminized devotion is vast (Casagrande 1988, pp. 251–89; Vauchez 1990, pp. 206–20;
Bynum 1991, pp. 181–238; Grundmann 1995; Bornstein 1996, pp. 1–27). Linked with mendicant
promotion of the suffering humanity of Christ was the growth of vernaculars in the distribution and
reception of religious texts (which naturally favoured women, among other groups of the ‘unlettered’)
(Cornish 2000, pp. 166–80) and the spread of Eucharistic cults in the wake of the decrees of the Fourth
Lateran Council of 1215, emphasizing transubstantiation, the requirement of the faithful to receive
Communion at least once a year and to confess before communicating. As women’s nature was seen as
more pliable and receptive, female experiences as visionaries and mystics were, if accepted as orthodox
in origin, welcomed by the clergy in the struggle against heresy and in the popularization of the
Eucharist (Bynum 1991, pp. 183–87; Frugoni 1996, pp. 130–84). However, the widespread belief that
women had weaker intellects and more fragile physical and mental natures assumed that they were

che fanno e’ veri sacerdoti acciò imparino a contraffargli; e così variatamente quanto di può sieno occupati con amore circa il
divino santuario, lasciandogli guastare le frascoline loro faranno, acciò abbin bisogno di rifarle.’
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as susceptible to diabolical influence, thus their piety had to be managed and supervised by the clergy
(Bornstein 1998, pp. 82–83).

2. The Spaces of Devotion

The difficulties in looking at domestic devotions begin with trying to define the term ‘domestic’
and what it may have meant in medieval and Renaissance Florence. Recent scholarly interest in the
material culture of religious devotion in the home has enriched the historiography of medieval and
renaissance social life (Lydecker 1987; Webb 1990; Musacchio 1997, 1999, 2008; Ajmar-Wollheim et al. 2006;
Anderson 2007; Campbell et al. 2013; Brundin et al. 2018; Corry et al. 2017, 2019). The sacred place of
the altar at which Mass is celebrated is differentiated in space from the domestic space, understood
here as the dwelling place and culture of the family (often consisting of patrilineal groups rather than a
single nuclear one) group and its household (which could include a number of servants), and mindful
of the cautions indicated by Corry, Faini and Meneghin in articulating the fluidity of the borders of
the domestic (Corry et al. 2019, p. 2). As observed by Marta Ajmar-Wollheim, Flora Dennis and Ann
Matchette, the idea of the early modern house as a site of privacy and seclusion has dominated historical
debate. The Victorian model of private and domestic being the opposite of public and non-domestic
does not suit medieval and Renaissance Florence, where houses were often the sites of business, display
and diplomacy as well as being homes (Ajmar-Wollheim et al. 2006, p. 623). Morse has written of the
complexity of the Renaissance casa, warning that it could not be considered a secular space, but rather,
a complex environment, situated at the intersection of public and private, individual and communal,
spiritual and worldly (Morse 2007, p. 184). Although written about the Venetian casa, the same could be
said of the Florentine palazzo in its mix of functions, with banks and shops often forming part of the
house and with business being conducted within the home.

Although borders between domestic and non-domestic are fluid, and terms such as ‘public’,
‘private’, and ‘personal’ must be used with care, there were clear distinctions between ecclesiastical
space and other spaces, including the home or indeed liturgical spaces (chapels) within the domestic
space. The ceremony of consecration circumscribed a sacred place and made it holier than the
surrounding area. Careful control was exercised over when and where the sacrifice of the Mass was
celebrated and the conditions necessary for that process. Mass was celebrated in a distinct space,
differentiated from the domestic, even when permission was obtained for the privilege of a private
chapel (Böninger 2000, pp. 335–37). Jérôme Baschet points out that there is no great boundary between
secular and sacred, but rather degrees of sacredness, radiating from poles such as the consecrated altar
with the presence of the Eucharist (Baschet 2008, pp. 70–71). In his I frutti della lingua, a translation of
St Gregory’s dialogues and the letter of St Jerome to his female disciple Eustochium, the Dominican
preacher Domenico Cavalca (d.1342) made it clear that sin committed in the church was worse
than if it were done anywhere else, stating that greater reverence is due to the house of God in
which the sacraments are administered, especially that of the ‘precious body and blood’ of Christ
(Cavalca 1837, p. 74). Cavalca also discusses the laws of purification which command that a woman,
after childbirth, through which ‘certain corporeal dirt’ is contracted, should not enter the temple
until after forty days, when the dirt has ceased. (Cavalca 1837, p. 77). Fra Bernardino da Siena
(1380–1444) stated a similar view when he argued that, although God is everywhere, he is more
present in the church than elsewhere. Bernardino railed against those who misused this sacred space,
who traded or chattered and he particularly noted those women who went there to see or be seen
(Bernardino da Siena 1935, pp. 85–87), words echoed by Antoninus (Pierozzi 1858, p. 141) and the
Dominican Fra Girolamo Savonarola (1450–1498) (Savonarola 1845, pp. 72–73).

3. Women’s Space

Sacerdotal authority is confined to men and ecclesiastical authority, or ‘the body of specialists
of religion’ (Bourdieu 1971, p. 304). Within the categories of the laity, in medieval Florence, men
had greater access to spaces outside the home than women, or at least the elite women who were
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the subject of behavioural manuals and who received tailored spiritual advice in the form of letters
or treatises from mendicant friars. The gendered nature of the ‘production of space’ (Lefebvre 1991)
has been explored for its implications in the medieval hierarchies allocated to burial and building
by Roberta Gilchrist (Gilchrist 1999) and specifically in the Florentine context by Robert C. Davis
(Davis 1998, pp. 19–38), Adrian Randolph (Randolph 1997, pp. 17–41) and Ena Giurescu Heller
(Heller 2005, pp. 161–83). The role model for women was the Virgin Mary and, according to Paolo
da Certaldo (fl. 1347–1370), a secular writer, women should, like her, stay indoors in a hidden and
honest place (Paolo da Certaldo 1945, p. 59). The domestic space, as such, was not always ‘hidden’,
with a workshop or shop often occupying the same building as the home (Cavallo 2006, p. 66), but
women were rarely, if ever, occupants of those ‘public’ spaces. Women were forbidden to enter most
civic buildings in Florence. They were not allowed, for instance, to enter the Palazzo del Podestà, for
instance, having to instruct their notaries at its door (Laufenberg 2009, pp. 199–200).

The place for secular women was the home. As Adrian Randolph points out, ‘women’ and
‘public’ are nearly exclusive terms, yet women did worship in the public sacral space which was
the church (Randolph 1997, p. 18). Women were restricted in various degrees from sacramental
proximity (Randolph 1997, pp. 29, 39; Cooper 2011, pp. 92, 95, 100–1; Romagnoli 2016). They were,
however, recipients of much pastoral care, particularly from the mendicant orders, not only for the
purposes of instructing their children in the faith, but also due to the predominately female character
of late medieval devotion and penitential piety. It is thanks to a number of works written or preached
by mendicant friars that we know what they wished for in domestic devotion and when, and how,
people, especially women, should pray. (Gagliardi 2013, pp.117, 125). Maria Pia Paoli has shown how
spiritual treatises addressed to women, particularly those of Dominican tradition, fused with secular
behavioural manuals and humanist works in promoting the role of the family as a unifying building
block of civic life, with the family ‘understood as a depositary of affective values’ (il ruolo unificante
della famiglia intesa come deposito di valori affettivi)’ (Paoli, p. 1).

The confinement of women to the domestic space is evident in some of these works. In the Regola,
Dominici warned Bartolomea degli Obizzi that women should obey their husbands and never stay
overnight elsewhere, even on pilgrimage (Dominici 1860, pp. 87–88). If a husband forbids visiting
relatives or friends, he should be obeyed; he should even be obeyed if he forbids going to church on
ordinary days—the wife should pray at home instead. Only on Sundays and important feast days
should women attempt to disobey, if they can, in order to attend church (Dominici 1860, pp. 90–91).
He advocated caution to those who wish to live in penitence as mendicants, advising that there are many
false followers of Dominic and Francis who sow discord rather than peace (Dominici 1860, pp. 98–99).
Dominici expressed particular concern for a woman enclosed as a hermit, primarily because she would
be unable to hear sermons and solitude can bring dangerous thoughts (Dominici 1860, p. 100).

As noted above, suspicion was voiced by Bernardino da Siena about women’s motivations for going
to church when he reprimanded women who only went to church to be seen, or worse, to show off
their daughters to potential suitors (Bernardino da Siena 1888, III, pp. 212, 381). Caution for women
was not only limited to the giving of alms, but also in going on pilgrimage. Pilgrimage was routinely
cited as a space for potential danger. Dominici, as noted above, instructed Bartolomea degli Obizzi
to never stay overnight outside the house, even on pilgrimage, although he concedes that husbands,
too, should not remain away from their wives without their permission unless they are on a crusade
(Dominici 1860, pp. 87–88). San Bernardino da Siena (1380–1444) echoed other preachers in fearing that
more sin could be committed on pilgrimage than value gained (Bernardino da Siena 1884b, p. 380). Over a
century earlier, the Dominican friar Giordano da Pisa (d.1310) preached in Florence that the Virgin
should be a role model for women not because she fasted, or went on pilgrimages, except rarely little,
or gave alms, or served in hospitals, but because she loved God above all things (Delcorno 1975, p. 72).
The Vallombrosan monk Don Giovanni dalle Celle (d.1396) rebuked a religious woman, Domitilla,
when he heard that she intended to go to the Holy Land, despite it having been urged by St Catherine
of Siena, to whom he was otherwise devoted (Biscioni 1736, pp. 68–76).
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The advice given by friars and clergy to women to focus their devotions within the home could
not overcome the tensions between a liturgical, sacramental religion in which a consecrated altar was
essential, and an interiorized affective piety which could be practiced within the home. As seen above,
friars preached against women going on pilgrimages and attending mass devotions, yet the evidence
of Margherita Bandini Datini (c. 1360–1423) indicated that such activities were widely participated
in by women. Margherita writes of how she and a party of women attended the devotions and
indulgences at S. Maria Primerana, and how she went in on behalf of Francesco (Datini 2012, p. 169).
Donato Velluti (1313–1370) described the piety of his wife, Bice Covoni, who went to Rome at the time
of the Jubilee (1350), leaving Donato to care for their two children. He later wrote, after her death:
‘[She] was small and not beautiful; but wise, good, pleasant, loving, well-behaved, and of every virtue
full and perfect, and who worked to love and wish good for every person: and I praised her much,
as she loved and desired me with all her heart. She was very good of her soul: and it is to be believed,
that Our Lord Jesus Christ will have received her in his arms, making good and the best works, alms,
and praying and visiting the church, and having had, in her illness, pardon from guilt and penance
from bishop Agostino Tinacci (Velluti 1914, p. 290).4 The evidence of Bandini Datini and Velluti shows
the prescriptive, rather than descriptive, nature of the warnings of the clergy. In neither case do we
have indications of the secular men involved (Francesco Datini, Donato Velluti) expressing disquiet
about their wives’ pilgrimages.

Predicatrici: ‘Oh ladies, tomorrow I want to make you all preachers.’ Women and devotional instruction.

Bernardino da Siena explicitly called on the women listening to his sermons to be
preachers—predicatrici: ‘Oh ladies, tomorrow I want to make you all preachers.’5 He thus invested
them with a teaching and converting role but safely circumscribed within the walls of the home,
limited to the family and, indeed, the relaying of his words (Bernardino da Siena 1884a, p. 59). This
echoes Dominici’s advice to Bartolomea degli Obizzi, when he told her that she should preach to
them, saying to them things that are not harmful, and then teach them how to preach themselves
(Dominici 1860, pp. 146–147).6 This could suggest an extraordinary degree of trust on behalf of both
Dominici and Bernardino, and, given clerical beliefs about the weakness and lack of intellectual capacity
of women, can be explained only by the fact that it is they, the mendicants, who are telling the women
what to preach, and that the women are, in effect, mediators passing the doctrine of the mendicants
on to their children.. Orthodoxy could be checked by the dynamics between the domestic and the
religious in the form of confession, and, it is to be noted, heretics could be discerned by their absence
from confession and liturgical offices, exemplified by the trial of Giovanni da Montecatini, burned in
1450. The dangers that the home represented were shown when Giovanni was reported to have never
been in seen in S. Lorenzo, his parish church, but to have declared that his own dwellling was a church
where he received the Eucharist (Morçay 1914, p. 168). The home was the crucible of lay Christian
formation and it was essential that its occupants were orthodox. Bernardino also, surprisingly, told
women that their primary duty was to look after the household, and only after such duties were
fulfilled, were they to go to the sermons. ‘Is there someone who has a sick person at home? – Yes. – Do
you not know how important his care his? Do not abandon him to come to the sermon. Have you
children? – Yes. – Do not abandon he who has need of you, to come to the sermon. Have you husband
and children, who need that they be looked after with the necessity of the family? – Yes. – Do, do it so

4 ‘La quale fu piccola e non bella; ma savia, buona, piacevole, amorevole, costumata, e d’ogni vertù piena e perfetta, e la
quale si facea amare e volere bene a ogni persona: e io molto me n’ò lodare, chè me amava e disiderava con tutto quore.
Era bonissima dell’anima sua: ed è da credere, che Nostro Signore Iesù Cristo l’abbia ricevuta nelle sue braccia, faccendo
buone e ottime operazioni, limosiniera, e d’orare e visitare la chiesa, e avendo avuto, nella sua infermità, perdono di colpa e
pena dal vescovo Agustino Tinacci.’

5 ‘O donne, domain vi voglio fare tutte predicatrici.’
6 ‘Insegna loro predicare poi hanno veduto alcuna volta predicare in ch iesa, e tu predicherai a quegli dicendo cose non nocive

e di sollazzo, e poi facendoli predicare stando tu con la tua famiglia a sedere basso quando in alto dicono, non ridendo ma
commendando, e premiando quando ha contraffatto l’ufficio spirituale.’
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you do not leave them to come to the sermon; do it that first you look after the house with those things
that they need, and then, come to the sermon . . . ’ (Bernardino da Siena 1884b, pp. 42–43).7

After speaking about how states should be governed, Bernardino connected civic governance to
how women should govern the home, addressing himself directly to his female audience: ‘And as I
taught how men should rule the palazzo and the city; so also I want to teach women what they should
do in their homes’ (Bernardino da Siena 1884b, p. 41).8 Bernardino even felt that this instruction was so
important that if women had to choose between mass and the sermon, they should choose the sermon
(Bernardino da Siena 1884a, p. 66).9 To Bernardino, the parents’ role was clear, they were to make the
children like the angels of Paradise. ‘It is necessary to teach children the Ave Maria, the Pater noster,
the Credo in Deum, that every Christian is obliged to know; and leaving the house they should sign
themselves with the sign of the holy cross. And when one gets up, and when one goes to bed; that they
should say five Pater nosters and five Ave Mariaswhen one goes to bed, and one rises the Salve Regina,
and other prayers . . . And all the said things the mother should teach them.’ The father, instead,
was to offer instruction involving other spaces: he was to teach them the hearing of mass, sermons,
vespers, how to confess and then how to behave in the secular world and guard themselves against
bad contracts, gambling, going to taverns, and bad company (Bernardino da Siena 1935, pp. 65–66).10

The emphasis on women’s responsibilities can be seen again in the case of Margherita Bandini
Datini. She was entrusted by the Dominican preacher Antonio Cancellieri with a book of the seven
penitential psalms and a sheet with the prayer of St. Birgitta of Sweden, ‘which she [Birgitta] made
when the Body of Christ was raised’ so that she could teach it to her little niece (Brambilla 2010, p. 19).
Bandini Datini’s letters talk of how Caterina (Tina) ‘has read the Psalter; she needs a small prayer
book that has the seven psalms and the Office of the Virgin with good lettering’ (Datini 2012, p. 106).
In the inventories researched by Christian Bec, some psalters are described as specifically for children,
‘j saltero da fanciulli’ (Bec 1984, p. 152). A century later, the wife of Lorenzo il Magnifico de’ Medici,
Clarice Orsini (1450–1488), had, to the great discomfort of the humanist Angelo Poliziano (1454–1494),
undertaken the teaching of her young son, Giovanni, changing the reading prescribed by Poliziano to
the Psalter: ‘As for Giovanni, you will have seen for yourself. His mother has taken it upon herself to
change his course of reading to the Psalter, a thing I did not approve of. While she was absent he had
made wonderful progress. He was already able to select, without any help from me, all the letters and
syllables in his exercise in composition’ (Ross 1911, p. 216).

The domestic space was an ideal one to inculcate the piety of children with the use of fictive altars
and dolls. In a famous passage cited in the introduction to this essay, Dominici urges Bartolomea
degli Obizzi to instil in her children a love of the church by transposing the church into the home
(Dominici 1860, pp. 130–133). The children are to dress as priests and to create little altars, decorate
them, clean them, adorn them with images. Dominici was drawing on a long tradition. The miniature
altars to be recreated in a domestic space are, according to Danièle Alexandre-Bidon found already in

7 ‘Ècci chi abbia lo infermo in casa? – Sì. – Non cognosci tu quanto bene fa il governo suo? Non l’abandonare per venire alla
predica. Hai figliuoli? – Sì. – Non gli abandonare di quello che hanno bisogno, per venire alla predica. Hai il marito e’
figliuoli, i quali bisogna che sieno governati di quello che bisogna alla famiglia? – Sì. – Fa’, fa’ che non gli lassi per venire
alla predica; fa’ che tu prima governi la casa di quelle cosec he bisognano, e poi viene alla predica [...]’

8 ‘E perchè io ho insegnato come debbano règgiare gli uomini il palazzo e la città; così anco voglio insegnare alle donne quello
che debbano fare alle case loro.’

9 ‘E se di queste due cose tu non potessi fare altro che l’una, o udire la messa o udire la predica, tu debbi piuttosto lassare
la mess ache la pedica; imperò chè la ragione ci è espressa, che non è tanto pericolo dell’anima tua a non udire la messa,
quanto è a non udire la predica.’

10 ‘Dèbbesi a’ fanciulli insegnare l’Ave Maria, il Pater noster, il Credo in Deum, che ogni cristiano è tenuto di saperlo; e che a
l’uscita di casa si segni del segno della santa croce. E così quando si leva del letto e quando si corica; e che dica cinque Pater
nostri e cinque Ave Marie quando si va a letto, e quando si lieva la Salve Regina, e dell’altre orazioni . . . E tutte le dette cose
debbe loro insegnare la madre. Il padre: l’udire della messa, le prediche, il vespro, le laulde, insegnarli orare, confessare,
e che si guardi da ma’ contratti, e che non giuochi, e che non esca di casa la notte con bullettini o sanza. Ammunirlo che
si guardi dalle taverne, dalle ghiottornie, e che digiuni e dì comandati, e che si guardi dalle cattive compagnie e dalle
male usanze.’
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the twelfth-century work of Guillaume of Auvergne (Alexandre-Bidon 1998, p. 1176). Later, Giovanni
Certosino recommended that women should pray in front of a small altar decorated with images
(Miglio 2008, p. 235). It was perhaps at altars like these that children were instructed on how to receive
holy communion. Franco Sacchetti (d.1400) wrote of how his contemporaries taught children to hear
confession and to take communion by giving them unconsecrated hosts (Sacchetti 1857, p. 29).

The domestic space could be sacralized through the possession of relics. Bernardino wrote
of how some at home may hold the relics of the cord of St Francis, or bits of cloth from his cape,
but, again reinforcing the sacrality of the ecclesial space, he reminded his audience that the most
precious relic of all was the Body of Christ (Bernardino da Siena 1884a, pp. 237–38). It is interesting
to note Bernardino’s concern with relics, given their scant appearance in inventories before 1560
(Anderson 2007, p. 114). Women were believed to be more prone to superstition and thus needed to
be protected against believing too quickly in unlikely relics (Dominici 1889, pp. 62–63). Bernardino,
too, railed against too easy belief in relics such as the milk of the Virgin and the wood of the True Cross
(Bernardino da Siena 1884b, p. 375).

4. Devotional Texts

As seen in the advice given by friars to women, spirituality was encouraged by looking at holy
images and reading or hearing devotional texts (Paoli, pp. 17–19). The relationship between women
and written culture has been explored by Miglio (2008, pp. 57–62) and Kaborycha (2012, pp. 793–95)
who caution against believing in the inflated figures given by Giovanni Villani for female literacy but
indicate that the circulation of texts among bourgeois Florentine women shows a familiarity with and
interest in written culture, at least in vernacular written culture. Inventories, such as the ones studied by
Bec (1984), reveal the titles of well-known devotional texts, but Florentines also kept miscellanies, or
zibaldoni, similar to English commonplace books, in which we can find examples of sermons, doctrinal
treatises, instruction manuals, legends of saints, prayers and other religious writings. The ubiquity of
these miscellanies can be seen in their survival in Florentine libraries and the range of materials and
social categories of owners has been studied by Gill (1994), Kent (2000), Miglio (2008), Bryce (2005, 2009),
Kaborycha (2012), and Corbellini (2019). Dominici’s Regola, although not believed to have been widely
available, was copied out by Caterina di Donato Alderighi, wife of Zanobi di Taddeo Gaddi, son of the
artist, in 1410 (Boehm and Kanter 1994, p. 33).

Books of hours, rarely as lavishly illustrated as Northern European examples, were found in the
inventories, sometimes described as specifically women’s, such as the ‘libracio di donna’, listed in
Piero Beni’s inventory of 1431, which belonged to his wife, Mona Sandra (Bec 1984, p. 175). Margherita
Bandini Datini wanted her book covered with black satin, so that it would not resemble that of a nun:
‘am not happy about sending you vermilion samite for my prayer book. I want black. If you want to
fob me offwith the nuns’ style of cover, there is no need to tell me. I could do that myself. I don’t want
any sort of white or pink on it because it would dazzle me. I want it black. Please get it done quickly,
because it upsets me that I am not reading the hours as I used to.’ (Datini 2012, p. 227).

The Lives of the Desert Fathers of St Jerome, loosely translated by Fra Domenico Cavalca,
showed the exemplary lives of the desert fathers and mothers, and was a particularly useful text
for the penitential movement, dominated, as it was, by women. Delcorno has compiled an index of
manuscripts owned by women (Delcorno 1977, p. 679). One of these manuscript owners was Costanza,
widow of Benedetto Cicciaporci, whose inscription on the text of BNCF II, III, 89 (Magl. XXI, 123)
noted that she had the book written and made for the consolation of her own soul and secondarily for
that of her daughters (Gill 1994, p. 97). The book was inherited by one of these daughters, Lucrezia
(Bryce 2005, p. 149). The codex also contained extracts from the Fior di Virtù and Petrarch’s Trionfi
(Bryce 2005, p. 149).

The affective devotional text, Meditationes Vitae Christi, written for a Clarissan nun and advocating
the reader/listener to imagine themselves present at various moments of the life of Christ, narrated with
immediacy and charged with emotional affect (Green and Ragusa 1961; McNamer 2009; Holly 2009) is
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also found in codices owned by women, such as BNCF MS II, VIII, 25, containing the Meditationes Vitae
Christi, a fragment of the life of St Elizabeth of Hungary, a passage from the gospel of St John and two
laude, which at one time belonged to Antonia, wife of Daniele Canigiani (Mazzatinti 1901, p. 230).
Antonia was the daughter of Tommaso di Zanobi Ginori, who married Canigiani in 1434 and died 30
December 1457 (Passerini 1876, Tav, II).

The lives of the saints were popular, such as one contained in MS Panciatichiano 39 which is
inscribed at f.91r: ‘Iste liber est domine chatarine, uxoris domini bonifacj de lupis, ut omnes qui
habebunt hunc librum in suis manibus deprecor orent pro anima eius’ (Morpurgo 1887, pp. 75–79).
Its owner, according to the inscription, Caterina Franzesi, was the daughter of Antonio di Niccola dei
Franzesi da Staggia and Cina di Francesco Cinughi. Widowed in 1389, she was the executor of the
testament of her husband, the mercenary originally from Parma and formerly at the service of the
Carrara of Padua, Bonifazio Lupi, which, among other things, established the hospital known as the
Spedale di Bonifazio (Angiolini 2006). She maintained a supervisory role over the construction and
decoration of the hospital. She was also a Franciscan tertiary (Passerini 1876, p. 226).

Petrucci has shown that these vernacular texts, copied and recopied by the laity, were kept with
letters, account books and family documents in chests and read in the home or the shop, and that
they ‘belonged to the sphere of leisure and free time’; a sphere, that is, that was not ecclesiastically
circumscribed (Petrucci 1984, pp. 612–13). Letters were frequently shown to others and copied.
The notary Ser Lapo Mazzi, in his letter to Francesco di Marco Datini, refers to how he will show
a letter from the Dominican prioress Chiara Gambacorta to Guido di M. Tommaso del Palagio
(c. 1335–1399) when he has time: ‘When I will have time, I will show the letter of the Sister to Guido’
(Mazzei 1880, I, p. 116).

5. Devotional Images

Numerous small panel paintings survive from late medieval Italy, likened in their popularity
by Victor Schmidt to books of hours in northern Europe (Schmidt 2005, p. 9). The function of these
paintings was supposedly to help prayer and meditation and, thus, they did indeed serve a similar
function to books of hours, themselves described as ‘painted prayers’ (Wieck 1997). Dominici did
not hesitate to recommend the type of works that Bartolomea degli Obizzi should keep at home.
In a frequently cited passage, he said that she could have images of the Virgin and Child, and the
Massacre of the Innocents in order to teach little boys to shun violence. For little girls he wanted to
see images of SS Agnes, Cecilia, Elizabeth of Hungary, Catherine of Alexandria, Ursula, and other
figures that would give them a love of virginity, a hatred of sins, and a desire to flee bad company
(Dominici 1860, pp. 130–31). Dominici’s advice regarding the Massacre of the Innocents seems to have
gained little traction, judging from the subject matter of surviving Florentine panels, but the saints
he recommended do frequently appear (Lawless 2011, pp. 235–37). Dominici did not just expound
on subject matter, but also on the type of painting that should be kept in the home. He did not
like the use of silver, gold or precious stones, fearing that the young would become idolatrous and
love the materials rather than the representations of truth depicted within the image; the older and
more smoke-blackened through the maintenance of candles, the better (Dominici 1860, pp. 132–3;
Freedberg 1989, pp. 11–12).

As Wilkins has pointed out, the survival of so many trecento tabernacles indicates widespread
use, but little evidence suggests how or where they were used. Some, certainly, must have been used
in religious houses in the private cells of the religious. He cites the important observation of Tommaso
da Celano in his Vita Prima of St Francis, wherein he spoke of how Roman wives had a painted icon
in their houses on which their favourite saint was painted (Wilkins 2002, pp. 371–72). This evidence
is important, as it connects images of saints with women and domestic devotion, but Celano is clear
that it is a custom of Roman women and we cannot be certain that the evidence can be related to
Umbria and Tuscany. Anderson has demonstrated that exempla and sermons suggest that altarini
were common, but that there is little other evidence to prove it (Anderson 2007, p. 37). Yet we know
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from the inventories that holy images existed in homes. Jacopo di Filippo Guidetti’s inventory of 1427
included a small panel painting of the Crucifixion (Musacchio 2008, p. 198). Crisi elaborates that, in his
house, he had a panel of the Virgin in the bed chamber of the ground floor, another panel ‘quasi nuova’
in his chamber, and another ‘all’anticha’ in the chamber over the garden. Further, he had a panel with
‘Santa Ilaria’ and a bone tablet with the Crucifixion (Cristi 2012, p. 873). In his villa at Vingone, he had
three painted panels, one of St Jerome, one of the Crucifixion, and the third ‘dipinta alla crecha, vecchia’
(Cristi 2012, p. 874). Giovanni Boccaccio’s 1374 testament left, to Sandra di Giovanni Sassetti, a little
panel, on which was painted the Virgin Mary with the Child and, on the other side, a skeleton’s skull
(Lami 1758, I, p. 137).

The inventories show, thus, images in the home of the Virgin and Child, the Crucifixion, and
various saints. Wilkins suggests the standardized iconography with the dominance of the Virgin and
Child suggests an audience of women (Wilkins 2002, p. 372). Given the injunctions of the clergy on
women as guardians of the faith within the home, the likelihood of tabernacles serving as the type of
‘little altar’ envisaged by Dominici is strong. The continuity of religious imagery being purchased or
commissioned by private patrons in the Quattrocento can be seen in the ricordanze of the painter Neri
di Bicci, many of whose clients were women (Gilday 2001, pp. 51–75).

Some evidence of how such images may have functioned has been gathered by Victor Schmidt
in looking at depictions of St Catherine of Alexandria and the hermit. In this late medieval legend,
Catherine is introduced to her future spouse by a hermit, who shows her a panel of the Virgin and
Child. When the Virgin and Child appear to her in her chamber, she recognizes them as the same
figures as in the panel shown to her by the hermit. The altarpiece showing the life of St Catherine by
Donato and Gregorio d’Arezzo shows Catherine’s mother taking the panel from the hermit, and shows
it as clearly portable (Donato and Gregorio of Arezzo, St Catherine of Alexandria Vita panel, 100 × 172 cm,
Malibu, J. Paul Getty Museum (Schmidt 2005, pp. 9–26).

Further evidence on how such a panel may have been used is shown in the life of the Florentine
saint Umiliana dei Cerchi (d.1246). Umiliana is a useful example as, although she was promoted by
the Franciscans immediately after death as a saint. Forbidden by her family to enter a religious order
on becoming a widow, she enclosed herself within a tower of the Cerchi palazzo. Having refused
remarriage, she dedicated herself to a life of prayer and charity, but some references to her children
indicate that they remained with her rather than with her marital kin. We learn that Umiliana prayed
in front of a painted image of the Virgin Mary to decide on her future, and then resolved that she
would rather be burned in a furnace than remarry (De Luca 1977, III, pp. 370–371); that she kept a lamp
burning in front of the image, as when it blew out a white dove came into the room, illuminating it by
means of a vermilion rose in its mouth; another time when the lamp went out it was relit by the hand of
an angel (De Luca 1977, III, p. 376). Another miracle recounted by the hagiographer was when her little
daughter fell out of a window and lay on the ground as if dead. Umiliana brought the image of the
Virgin and Child to the injured child and prayed, after which the Christ Child himself came out of the
picture, blessed Umiliana’s daughter, and she got up, completely cured (De Luca 1977, III, pp. 395–96).
At her death, her companion brought her the image and we learn then that there was a precious relic
inside in the form of a lock of hair of the Virgin. She lit candles and formed them in the shape of a cross
and placed them with the image on Umiliana’s breast, lit incense and sprinkled holy water on her
head and Umiliana then, after rejecting the devil, placed the image in the silk cloth of her mantle and
‘positioned it better upon her breast’ (Schuchman 2009, p. 383; De Luca 1977, III, pp. 401–2). The vita
shows us that the image of the Virgin was the chief focal point of the prayers and devotions of Umiliana,
that it was portable, and when laid on her breast it provided comfort when she died. This can be
compared with the devotion of the dying son of Giovanni Morelli in 1406, Alberto, who asked on his
deathbed that he be brought the image of the Virgin and Child (Branca 1986, p. 294; Bailey 2009, p. 984).
We also learn that the portability of the image lent itself to being touched and, thus, its importance was
far from confined to the visual.
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Typical of many devotional panels is a small panel, now in Boston, from the workshop of Bernardo
Daddi (d.1348), depicting the Crucifixion with mourners and a kneeling female donor portrait figure
(Figure 1). I intend the word ‘portrait’ here to indicate not a naturalistic portrayal of an individual
(although it may be that), but rather, as Victor Schmidt uses it, as a surrogate, performative self, engaged
in eternal prayer (Schmidt 2005, p. 117). In the panel, to the left, the fainting Virgin is supported by the
holy women and the Magdalen embraces the cross. To the right, the donor kneels, facing the cross and
the Magdalen, her hands joined in prayer, while Longinus gestures to the cross. The crucified Christ
occupies the top half of the panel, with mourning angels catching his blood. The panel is perfectly
suited to meditation of the kind advocated by Dominici and others in domestic spaces. The donor
figure herself, perhaps, could merge with her effigy in praying and contemplating the passion and
body of Christ, or her family could pray in front of the panel and remember her soul in their prayers,
thus joining the worlds of the living and the dead. The panel reminds the viewer of the importance
of the sacrifice of Christ and the Eucharist, through the blood being caught in chalices by the angels.
The penitent state necessary to receive the Eucharist is evoked by the Magdalen and the sorrows of the
Virgin echo the words powerfully wrought in texts such as the Meditationes Vitae Christi.

 

Figure 1. (Close follower of) Bernardo Daddi, Crucifixion with kneeling donor, c.1320, wooden panel,
probably part of a diptych, 40 × 28.5 cm. Boston, Museum of Fine Arts, 23.11.
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The workshops of artists like Bernardo Daddi and Jacopo del Casentino produced vast numbers of
small panels, diptychs and triptychs for personal and domestic devotion. The popularity of saints such
as Bernard, whose writings are found throughout the miscellanies owned by the devout, is echoed in
the iconography of small-scale devotional works, such as the so-called Cagnola triptych, (Figure 2) the
only signed work of Jacopo del Casentino (d.1349), where St Bernard is seen in the central panel with
St John the Baptist flanking the Virgin Mary. On the side panel is the Stigmatization of St Francis with
two virgin martyrs (probably Lucy and Margaret) and, on the other side, the Crucifixion of Christ. The
entire triptych measures only 39.2 × 42.4 cm (http://www.polomuseale.firenze.it/catalogo/scheda.asp,
no.00282237).

 

Figure 2. Jacopo del Casentino, The ‘Cagnola’ triptych: Virgin and Child with angels and Saints Bernard,
John the Baptist; Stigmatization of St Francis; SS Lucy and Margaret; Crucifixion, panel, 39.2 × 42.4 cm,
c.1320–1349. Florence, Uffizi, 9258.

It is, of course, impossible to know how images were ‘read’. We rarely, if ever, have direct
testimony of the relationship between the viewer and the viewed, but the work of Antoninus Pierozzi,
in his advice to the widow Dianora Tornabuoni, although nearly a century later, could provide
some useful clues, given the consistency of Dominican spirituality and instruction to pious women.
The stigmatization of St Francis shows the moment in which Francis, rapt in prayer in La Verna,
was imprinted with the marks of the Passion of Christ and became an alter christus, perfected through
prayer, and naturally links with the Crucifixion on the other wing, a scene which devotional texts
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urge their readers and listeners to meditate upon and to move ‘with the eyes of the mind’ over the
bleeding wounds of Christ (Pierozzi 1858, pp. 169–70; Flanigan 2014, p. 181, Lawless 2014–2015, p. 64).
The angels catching the blood of Christ remind the viewer of the Eucharistic significance of the body
of Christ, with the viewer, adequately prepared after confession and penitence, being encouraged to
receive Communion. Tornabuoni, whether she was at home or at church, was to gaze at the crucifix
and move across the body of Christ with the ‘eyes of the mind’, saying Ave Marias and Paternosters,
dwelling on individual details such as his blood, his sputum-flecked beard, his forehead and, most
particularly, his wounds (Pierozzi 1858, pp. 169–70). The presence of St Bernard, reputed author of
De Planctu Beatae Mariae, or the lament of the Virgin on the Passion of Christ—a well-known text in
Florentine miscellanies—could also remind the viewer of the future sacrifice of the Child he gazes at
(Mâle 1986, p. 468). It could be hypothesized, with the help of Antoninus, that such a triptych could
help prayer in a complex interplay of image, prayer, texts—remembered or read—and the devotee or
devotees. The distinct spaces of the triptych could easily, if required, be used for different devotional
exercises and compartmentalized, with the viewer moving from one image to another to culminate,
perhaps, in the Virgin and Child or the Crucifixion. The Child, as in so many of these small panels,
appears playful and active, reaching out to the angel or saint at his side. The saints gaze up at the
Virgin, while she serves as visual interlocutor to the viewers, inviting them to join the saints in prayer.

Another small triptych, now in the Lord Methuen collection in Corsham Court (Wilts.) (Figure 3),
painted by Puccio di Simone, is explicitly linked to female devotion by the presence of a kneeling
female figure (Fremantle 1975, p. 92). The central panel shows the Virgin and a standing, playful child
touching her chin and holding a chaffinch. Angels stand on either side of them, with their arms folded,
and below is St Margaret and St John the Evangelist. In the side wings are four scenes, on the right, the
Lamentation over the Dead Christ; the Mystic Marriage of St Catherine of Alexandria; the Noli Me
Tangere; and the Feeding of SS Anthony and Paul in the Wilderness. It is in this latter scene that the
female figure appears. Her flowing hair indicates that she is not married, and her richly lined dress,
with a square-cut neck, shows that she is not a member of a religious order. She is not, thus, yet a
mother or wife with a family to instruct in religious devotion but could be a young woman on the
cusp of marriage, with a panel containing suitable themes for a Christian wife or for a young woman
about to enter a convent. The central panel’s Virgin and Christ Child is, of course, a maternal image,
which is enhanced by the presence of St Margaret, patron saint of childbirth (Musacchio 1999, p. 143)
and frequently represented in Florentine small-scale panels (Lawless 2011, pp. 254–55). St John the
Evangelist was the most beloved of Christ, the author of the Apocalypse, and was related to Christ,
being his first cousin according to the apocryphal accounts used in many Florentine miscellanies
(Lawless 2010). The Lamentation scene connects directly to the Noli Me Tangere through the presence of
the Magdalen. The penitence personified by the Magdalen then connects to the penitential and austere
lives of SS Anthony and Paul in the desert, and the need to expiate sin by appropriate fasting and
oration. St Anthony’s life was popularized in Cavalca’s Vite dei Santi Padri (Cavalca 1858, pp. 17–38).
The association with food and fasting is particularly associated with female penitence, as shown by
Walker Bynum, and is a key component in the lives of many late medieval female saints (Bynum 1987).
Margherita Datini records a contemporary of hers, Maria Strozzi, a widow, whose abstinence was so
severe that ‘Her mother and father believed she had been sleeping only on a board and they thought
she had been fasting so much that she had consumption.’ (Datini 2012, p. 57). Giordano da Pisa,
preaching on the feast of St Mary Magdalen, 22 July 1305, told his audience how women could be
among the the greatest saints, using the example of the Magdalen, who, as she had been rewarded with
angelic food exceeded other hermits such as Mary of Egypt and Paul the Hermit whose sustenance
consisted of herbs (Moreni 1831, I, p. 182).
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Figure 3. Puccio di Simone, Virgin and Child with angels and SS Margaret, John Evangelist; Lamentation
over the Dead Christ; Mystic Marriage of St Catherine of Alexandria; Noli Me Tangere; St Anthony
Abbot and St Paul the Hermit with kneeling donor, c.1350, panel, 39.5 × 26.0 cm (centre), 39.5 × 12.9 cm
(each wing). Corsham Court (Wilts.) Lord Methuen Collection. Image courtesy of Corsham Court,
Wiltshire/ Bridgeman Images.

The Mystic Marriage of St Catherine was a popular late medieval legend in which the virgin
princess, Catherine, is rewarded by the Christ Child in a vision by the Virgin Mary joining him to
her in marriage. Although there was a long tradition of mystic marriage within Christianity and
Judaism representing a symbolic pact, perhaps between the soul and God, or the Church and Christ
(Matter 1999, p. 31) the mystic marriage of St Catherine knew a particular fortune of its own, appearing
first in visual imagery and only then in texts (Walsh 2007, p. 4). Schmidt points out the importance
of the soul being joined to Christ as his bride in the contemplative life, and that, although married
women led an active life, Giordano da Pisa had emphasised how a room or a cell could be transformed
into a desert in acts of devotion (Schmidt 2001, pp. 24, 26). St Catherine is here presented by the Virgin
to an adult Christ—a more destabilizing, yet popular, iconography which undermines both the role of
male authority in sanctioning a union and, by placing the protagonists of the union as nubile, brings
the mind more closely to marriage than the desexualised imagery of the Christ Child and St Catherine.
Another possibility to be considered regarding the identity of the young woman is that she is not about
to be married, but has died, and that the panel serves as a memorial and and invocation to her family
to pray for her.

[This is part of the main text, not caption for the image.Main text begins here] Family devotion is
suggested by the 1333 winged triptych of Bernardo Daddi now in the Museo del Bigallo in Florence
(Figure 4) In the central compartment, the Virgin and Child are surrounded by fourteen male saints,
and flanked by a male and female donor. On the inside left wing is the Nativity, and on the right, the
Crucifixion with St Francis. In the spandrels is found the narrative of St Nicholas rescuing and restoring
the little Adeodatus to his parents. St Nicholas was a particularly child-friendly saint, not only due to
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his rescuing of Adeodatus but also in his provision of dowries to three poor girls and his resurrection
of three young boys who had been pickled in brine (De Voragine 1993, I, pp. 21–27). In a mercantile
city whose wealth was based on foreign trade, his role as a patron against storms at sea and shipwrecks
was, doubtless, also important. On the outside of the wings is found, once again, the patron saint of
childbirth, Margaret, with Catherine, Martin, and Christopher. Catherine was one of the most popular
saints of the middle ages, partly due to her mystic marriage, which made her the daughter-in-law of
the Virgin Mary, and also for the reasons enumerated by the Dominican Jacobus de Voragine (Jacopo da
Varazze) in his Golden Legend, c.1260: ‘Lastly, she was admirable by reason of her privileged dignity.
Some saints have received special privileges at the time of death - for instance, a visitation by Christ
(Saint John the Evangelist), an outflow of oil (Saint Nicholas), an effusion of milk (Saint Paul), the
preparation of a sepulcher (Saint Clement), and the hearing of petitions (Saint Margaret of Antioch,
when she prayed for those who would honour her memory). Saint Catherine’s legend shows that
all these privileges were hers.” (De Voragine 1993, II, p. 341). St Martin’s generosity in giving his
cloak to a beggar was a perfect example of alms-giving and charity (De Voragine 1993, II, pp. 292–301).
Another perfect family saint was the giant, St Christopher, a ferryman who carried people across
a river and who unknowingly carried the Christ Child, weighed down with the sins of the world
(De Voragine 1993, II, pp. 10–15); He was patron saint of travelers and perhaps his most important
role was that of a protector against sudden death. It was believed that whoever looked on his image
was safe from sudden death for that day (Rigaux 1996, pp. 241–43). It is, perhaps, telling that the
only saint to feature in the frescoes in the house of the merchant Francesco di Marco Datini was St
Christopher (Schmidt 2005, p. 100; Cole 1967, p. 80).

 

Figure 4. Bernardo Daddi, The Bigallo triptych. Virgin and Child with Saints; Nativity, St Nicholas
rescuing Adeotatus from the pagan king; Crucifixion; St Nicholas restoring Adeotaus to his family,
1333, panel, 89 × 97 cm (closed). Florence, Uf.
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The folding triptych in the Walters Art Gallery, Baltimore, also shows male and female donor figures
(Figure 5). The central panel shows the Coronation of the Virgin with, below the Virgin, St Anthony
presenting a male donor and, on the other side, below Christ, a male bearded saint (probably St
Christopher) presenting a female donor figure. On the side panels are SS Nicholas and Peter, Paul and
Catherine of Alexandria. Anthony Abbot was popularly invoked against not only St Anthony’s fire, but
a wide range of other illnesses and, in particular, the plague. On the exterior sides of the panel are SS
Anthony Abbot and Christopher, with inscriptions indicating their patronal functions: ‘Lucerna veri
luminis, doctor humilitatis, magister et viator mirae sinplicatatis; refulsit in Egitto’ (‘A lamp of the true
light, a teacher of humility, a master and traveller of admirable moral simplicity; he shone in Egypt’) and
‘Xpofori sancti spetiem quicumque tuetur, illo namque die nullo languore tenetur’ (Whoever looks at the
image of St Christopher will not be taken by any illness during that day’) (Figure 6) (Schmidt 2005, p. 98).

 

Figure 5. Niccolò di Tommaso, Coronation of the Virgin with donors and saints, c.1370, panel, 66.8 × 36.3 cm
(centre), 66.8 × 18.1 cm (each wing). Baltimore, Walters Art Gallery, no. 718.
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Figure 6. Niccolò di Tommaso, exterior shutters of wings of Coronation of the Virgin.
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6. Conclusions

Panels like these were only a small part of the domestic, devotional culture of medieval Florence,
and by and large little documentation survives on their patronage or early provenance. Later in the
fifteenth century, more evidence exists on the art of domestic devotional milieu for families such as the
Tornabuoni (DePrano 2018) and the Medici (Gombrich 1966), as well as the rich workshop records of
Neri di Bicci (1419–1492) (Neri di Bicci 1976; Thomas 1995). The mendicants advised women how to use
the crucifix in their prayer. Bartolomea was encourated by Dominici to embrace the crucifix repeatedly,
to bathe it with her tears and to use it as tool for meditation (Dominici 1860, p. 61). Although these
panels were costly and could not have been owned by many, even the poorest could own a crucifix.
The Florentine apothecary and diarist, Luca Landucci describes how, in 1473, a poor woman, ‘poveretta’,
recommending her many children to the crucifix in her home for prayer, suddenly saw it begin to
sweat. Crowds gathered, and the Carmelite friars removed the crucifix and placed it in a tabernacle in
their own church, transferring it thus from domestic to sacred space (Landucci 1883, p. 13) and, in so
doing, reinforcing the hierarchy of sacrality.

This essay shows that male religious figures of authority were resolute in their advice as to where
and how women could practice their faith. Their treatises directed women on the management of
domestic space and the instruction of children. The ecclesiastical space was managed and curated in
direct and considered opposition to that of the domestic realm, where women were (ideally) restricted
to certain practices and had very different responsibilities to their husbands. They were kept distinct
and isolated from the holiest of spaces and, yet, were expected to fulfil the necessary guidance and
instruction of their children in religious instruction. The evidence of the treatises shows us the advice
directed to, in particular, pious married women such as Bartolomea Obizzi, but the devotional literature
read by women, and panels containing female donor figures indicate a broader basis on which to
investigate religious devotions. The caustic letters of Margherita Datini, like those of Alessandra
Strozzi a generation later, show a more pragmatic and mercantile approach to religious practice and
merit further exploration in the field of female emotion and mentality. Finally, both inventories and
the wealth of surviving trecento and early quattrocento small tabernacles and panels show how some
religious themes and devotions were given a visual form. Some of these show indications of female
patronage in the form of a donor figure or a donor couple, in the latter case, almost certainly linking the
panel to the domestic space. Women, both religious and lay, could be said to have had a particularized
agency within the domestic sphere, an agency which was negotiated with the help of mendicant
friars. This guidance was underlined in texts, images and devotional practices in a cultural milieu in
which the social fabric upon which the city depended was woven through the domestic spaces of the
ordo congiugatorum.
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Abstract: Tracing the devotional beliefs and practices of everyday people during the late Middle
Ages through documents is tricky, as most were written with other purposes in mind. To make
up for this, it is necessary to examine the abundant material culture that survives from this period.
By analyzing a variety of finds and comparing them with well-known objects used by the upper
classes, it becomes evident that ordinary people shared the same religious views and practices. Both
classes were interested in pieces that inspired active devotional and amuletic practice. They were
intended to be gazed at and handled, then rested on a tabletop or nailed to a wall. Some folded, some
rang, some could be blown through, while others were gazed upon. Lower quality materials and
production of pieces had no impact on their ultimate use in the home.

Keywords: devotional; amuletic; pilgrimage; private devotion; reliquaries; mirrors; bells

1. Introduction

“It is notoriously difficult to assess how well ordinary people of the late-medieval period
understood the theological significance of the mass—or indeed, the basic tenets of their faith in general”
(Humpfrey 1993, p. 58; Jacobs 2013, p. 202, n. 11). In comparison to the upper classes (especially
affective piety among the upper classes and nuns and monks), documents are mostly silent on how the
devout among the lower classes practiced spirituality on an individual level (Belting 1994; Van Os
1994; Ringbom 1984; Brantley 2007; Hamburger 2007; Rudy 2011; Blick 2015). This essay proposes a
way to begin to fill this somewhat-overlooked area by examining how mass production of interactive
pieces, with similar forms and iconography as more-expensive objects, reveals that the lower classes
were aware of and up-to-date on the latest developments in personal devotion and amuletic practice.
Pewter, as the most popular and best surviving medium used to create such pieces, will be the focus of
this article. Its malleability allowed artisans to make works that, with their intricate imagery, complex
movements, and construction,1 could not be taken in at a glance; they were intended to be gazed
at and handled, placed on a tabletop or nailed to a wall, rather than worn by the devotee.2 Initially

1 Not all movement was appropriate for devotional pieces. Spinning parts, found in toys and secular badges of the same
period, were not used, presumably because it would have been disrespectful to watch a sacred figure spin. Some secular
badges incorporate spinning, such as 15th-century pins in a tracery hexagonal shape with cusping and crockets surrounding
a sun- or starburst and windmill badges with sails that rotate (Spencer 1998, p. 297; Spencer 1990, p. 103, cat. 235).

2 Some pilgrim badges with moveable parts, such as the tiny swords with scabbards produced at Canterbury as
souvenirs of the martyrdom of Becket and at Mont-St-Michel as an emblem of the Archangel Michael, were not
necessarily designed to create a personal devotional object (Spencer 1998, pp. 93–9, cat. 66–72c). See also the virtual
exhibition http://www.inrap.fr/preventive-archaeology/Virtual_exhibitions/Virtual_exhibitions/Making_Pilgrim_Badges_
at_Mont_Saint_Michel/The_historical_context/p-1478-Pilgrims_and_the_Mount.htm.
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viewed close up and then stepped away from, this action, too, linked them to richer forms of devotional
objects.3

It should be noted that precise terminology describing these pieces, the people who interacted
with them, and their perceived function is difficult because value judgments are embedded in the words
typically used to discuss any of these aspects, such as “lower classes”, “common people”, “ordinary
people”, etc. Obviously, there were very poor and less poor people who were not rich, ordinary
and extraordinary people who had different abilities and understanding, and so forth. Nuanced
distinctions are not really possible because so few documents which reference this material name the
users of these pieces; much less comment on their particulars. This essay presumes that those who
purchased and used these objects were not wealthy or they likely would have chosen to buy something
made of finer materials (following a hierarchy of gold, then silver, then silver gilt, etc.) and with
finer workmanship. Terms like “sacred” and “secular”, too, pose problems because these divisions
were often non-existent and, even when weighed toward one side or the other, were liable to change,
depending on how the owner of the piece viewed and used it. A pilgrim “souvenir” was sometimes
regarded as merely commemorative, but there are many instances where it was viewed as a carrier of
sacred power and protection. Likewise, a statue or box—no matter its medium—could be pleasantly
decorative or be revered as a direct touchstone to the divinity depicted or contained therein in the form
of relics. Obviously, how something was treated by its owner/viewer determined its value; a sliver of
wood might be just that or it could be part of the True Cross. To that end, I will continue to use these
general terms, but will endeavor to be specific when investigating these objects.

For example, the study of the production and use of pilgrim souvenirs has revealed a glimpse into
the devotional interests of all classes. After pilgrims bought, displayed, and enjoyed their souvenirs,
what happened to them? Their fates varied; they could be sewn into a manuscript, cast into a bell, or
placed into moving water. Most were used, initially, for public display, attached to clothes, or worn
around the neck.4 At times, though, their owners transformed them into private devotional objects.
Some were pinned to small boards roughly fashioned into Gothic tracery (Figure 1).5 Nails driven
through ampullae and badges attaching them to a wall in one’s home or stable also accomplished the
same thing (Figure 2).6 Going beyond pilgrim souvenirs—for most of these pieces were not strictly
connected to pilgrimage—devotees used all kinds of cheap adornment to create interactive works of
art as reliquaries and sacred images to be used at home. Because not everyone had the skills to make
inventive homemade devotional objects, artisans in the late Middle Ages mass-produced specially
designed pieces made of low-quality metal which spurred individual prayer.

3 Denis Bruna (2006, fig. 109–15) first noted these kinds of objects and their use for personal devotion.
4 They could act as devotional objects and be a source of succor for the remainder of the pilgrims’ lives (Köster 1985, pp. 94–96).

Sometimes pilgrims made them more powerful by casting them into bells, morses, tankards, or baptismal fonts, or placing
them in cattle troughs or fields to guard against vermin infestation.

5 Amsterdam, Historisch Museum, c. 1500 (Kammel 2000, p. 135, fig. 8). Badges are from Wilsnack and Blomberg, Amsterdam.
6 Many pilgrim souvenirs (especially ampullae, though they could be hung up by their handles) have been discovered

with nail holes through them. See, for example, badges such as that of Adrian of Geraardsbergen, found in Middelburg
in 1983 and now in Zeeuws Museum, inv. M84-004-04. My thanks to Hanneke van Asperen for this reference. See also
http://www.findsdatabase.org.uk/hms/pas_obj.php?type=finds&id=001482469ED018D2, http://www.findsdatabase.org.uk/
hms/pas_obj.php?type=finds&id=00147AC7E1101B08.
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Figure 1. Carved board with pilgrim badges. Amsterdam, Historisch Museum, c. 1500. Badges are
from Wilsnack and Blomberg, Amsterdam. Photo: Amsterdam, Historisch Museum.
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Figure 2. Pilgrim ampullae and badges with nail holes. 13th–15th century, tin/lead. Photos: Portable
Antiquities Scheme.

2. Private Devotion—Upper and Lower Classes

The movement toward forms of private devotion for all classes in the later Middle Ages was
facilitated by the production and distribution of small devotional objects that allowed the individual
to ask for optimal health and salvation (Duffy 2006, pp. 57–58; Ringbom 1984, p. 19). The images
were not strikingly different from those found in churches, just as the same prayers recited in church
were repeated at home. Although St. Gregory (540–604) recommended the daily veneration of
images to make the invisible visible and to increase emotions in the worshiper, few early-medieval
examples of such pieces survive in the West. Beginning in the twelfth century, private images appear
regularly in miracle stories and by the 13th century, portable images became popular throughout all
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the property-owning classes. In the 14th and 15th centuries, the lower classes begin to acquire private
devotional images on a broad scale (Ringbom 1984, pp. 14, 52–58).

3. Public versus Private Images

Just as the wealthy used tiny richly illuminated books of hours, precious devotional jewelry,
and small sculptures in their homes during prayer, so did the lower classes, using cheaper versions.
For instance, an image of St. Anthony’s tau cross was considered powerful whether it was made of
gold or lead (Figure 3). Medieval commentators made no distinction regarding media in relation to the
effectiveness of a devotional image and so, while the rich sought pieces made of the same precious
metals and gems seen in public spaces, the lower classes purchased private devotional images made of
pewter, pipe clay, bread dough, wax, and paper maché (Marks 2004, p. 18).7 Typically, class distinction
in pilgrim souvenirs was denoted by the media used rather than the particular design. Sometimes
the same badge was made from gold or silver or was hand-painted (as were the elaborate badges
from Aachen and Our Lady of Undercroft, Canterbury Cathedral), while others featured colorful
paper or shiny metallic backgrounds which showcased openwork badges. Some artisans copied
expensive-looking items, creating tiny metal replicas of ivory mirror backs and jeweled brooches.
That neither object was particularly associated with religious practice reflects the integration of sacred
and secular.

 
Figure 3. (Left) Pendant Tau Cross with Trinity and Virgin and Child, gold, England, c. 1485, New York:
The Cloisters Collection. Photo: Cloisters Collection. (Right) Pilgrim badge tau cross with crucified
Christ, pewter, England, 15th century. Museum of London. Photo: Museum of London.

Still, the small scale of devotional objects, whether rich or poor, emphasized that the action was a
private one. While it could be claimed that personal ownership of images diffused the centrality of
the cult image, the replication of the cult image in important ways strengthened its perceived power
because worshippers wanted their own version of the public image. The reproductions held a similar
capacity for the sacred power as the miraculous originals, many of which were enhanced by their role

7 On agnus dei discs, see (Jones 2000, p. 2 and Brückner 1993). Paper maché forms the central image and side roundels of a
humble wooden triptych c. 1600, Berlin, Skulpturensammlung (Kammel 2000, p. 24, fig. 22).
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as contact relics, having been touched to the original piece and absorbing a kind holy radioactivity
spreading outward (Finucane 1977, p. 26). Sophisticated or crude, large or small, all images were
“essentially archetypes, containing levels of meaning within their histories and emblems that reified
their powers of healing and salvation” (Roffey 2006, p. 27).8

Private images could be venerated anywhere. Bishop Reginald Pecock (c. 1395–c. 1461) wrote
that they could be venerated “before a bare wall in a church, or in a corner of a church or of another
house, or in the field” (Pecock 1860, p. 169),9 but the most popular and most recommended place for
keeping devotional images (for those people who did not have the luxury of a private chapel) was
the bedroom or a private secluded place (Figure 4). Here, they were nailed to the wall or placed on
a domestic altar or in a niche, separated from the room with a curtain (Ringbom 1984, p. 38; Heyne
1899, p. 271, fig. 70; Schultz 1892, p. 106.). In addition to images, miraculous wells and newly-found
relics were celebrated, but not all discoveries were approved, as “stones, wood, trees, or fountains
on account of anyone’s dream or deception” were repeatedly banned in multiple dioceses (Golding
2001, p. 145).10 Their repetition reflects their ineffectiveness. Many church officials eventually gave up
trying to ban them and instead placed them under episcopal control.

 
Figure 4. (left) Rogier van der Weyden, Annunciation Triptych (detail of center panel), 1440. Paris:
Louvre. Note hanging devotional piece on the back bed-curtain. Photo: Wikimedia. (right) Robert
Campin/Master of Flémalle, St. Barbara, wing of Werl Altarpiece, 1438. Madrid: Prado. Note image of
the Trinity on the mantle. Photo: Wikimedia.

4. Market

To counteract the proliferation of unofficial images and relics, churches encouraged veneration of
approved images. Some churches tightly controlled pilgrim souvenir production, renting out casting

8 Old Testament pictures were rarely found in private homes, but New Testament iconography was common to both church
and home. With popular images, institutions could lose power, so some recalled worshipers by making their images more
compelling through elaborate and sumptuous materials or through the aura of sanctity “conferred by age or authenticity” or
by indulgences (Belting 1994, p. 410; Ringbom 1984, p. 53). Also portable were images in single sheets and small pamphlets,
booklets, schedules, and quires (Aston 2004, p. 166; Belting 1994, p. 409).

9 English modernized.
10 Bans included Wells (1258), Exeter (1287), Lincoln (1290).
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molds and denying touch access to shrines of those badges not made in such molds (Cohen 1976).11

Money played a part in this decision because badges, commonly sold at patronal festivals, raised
significant funds for various churches. When the Church of St. Andrew’s, Canterbury, decided to
sell “scuchons” (perhaps badges in the shape of the saltire cross) during 1519–1520, it purchased four
leaves of gold paper to make the badges (at 4d or pence) and paid a painter 13d to create them, which
they then sold individually for 3s 5d (Campbell 1998, p. 72, pl. XXVIIc; Marks 2004, pp. 83–84; Cotton
1917). Experiments today with replica molds and lead–tin alloy of the same mixture has shown that
a badge a minute could be cast with the potential for thousands of badges in a single day, further
increasing their profit potential. Yet, with so many badges lost or placed in fields and rivers (and
found centuries later on river foreshores), it is apparent that they were not all revered equally and
that every purchaser did not venerate every cheap piece of metal. This aspect of reception is the most
difficult to trace. While there are many examples of deliberate placement of objects in rivers as votives
from Neolithic times onward, Jennifer Lee has examined the ambiguity of such a determination for
pilgrimage souvenirs. (Merrifield 1987; Lee 2014) It seems that some intangible element determined
the depth of devotional reverence and how devotees handled what were, under normal circumstances,
humble, almost-worthless objects.

Among these potentially worthless pieces, though, were a class of objects that demanded
interaction and, by examining these, we are provided with evidence for distinctive forms of veneration
among the lower classes. Their forms responded to changing needs of the faithful as they were intended
to be gazed at and handled, then rested on a tabletop or nailed to a wall. The novelty of the interactive
souvenirs drew customers to one’s stall, as later pictorial evidence points to the sale of both religious
and secular pieces at religious sites and at religious fairs, where pinwheels and noisemakers attracted
attention12 (Figure 5). For example, in order to cope with enormous crowds, the tightly-controlled
monopoly on pilgrim souvenirs was opened every seven years for the jubilee at Aachen and artisans
who wished to distinguish their wares from their neighbors created multi-layered badges, frames,
mirror badges, and folding diptychs. These works tapped the upper end of the lower-price market,
their artisans hoping to attract the pilgrim with more money and more complicated tastes by creating
distinctive souvenirs.

11 Only certain artisans in Le Puy-en-Velay were allowed to sell badges; other kinds of souvenirs were not regulated.
12 Pieter Aertsen, Retour d’un pèlerinage à Saint Antoine (c. 1500), Muséedes Beaux-Arts de Belgique, Brussels, paints a stall with

pilgrim souvenirs and toys, including small windmills, drums, and crossbows.
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Figure 5. Pieter Aertsen, Detail of Retour d’un pèlerinage à Saint Antoine, c. 1500, Muséees Beaux-Arts
de Belgique, Brussels. Photo: Author.

5. Pilgrim Souvenirs or Private Amulets?

Although these common devotional pieces were sold at pilgrim sites, their generalized iconography
often makes it difficult to assign them to a particular church or to determine whether they were truly
pilgrim souvenirs or private amulets purchased locally. Documents regarding pilgrim souvenir
purchases are sparse; complicating matters, sometimes religious objects were resold elsewhere,
meaning that not all pieces were acquired at a particular pilgrimage site.13 Most pilgrims at the lower
end of the market visited local sacred sites rather than far-off shrines. When nearby, religious assistance
could be repeatedly called upon.14 The purchaser of the piece, of course, knew whether it was obtained
on pilgrimage or purchased by a peddler who brought it from a distant pilgrimage site. Either way, it
is evident that they were used for both private devotional and amuletic purposes.

Belief in amuletic magical practice through the manipulation of religious images and texts also
crossed class boundaries and the choice of what served as amulets was vast. Holy names, spoken or
inscribed, were easily at hand. Most popular were those of the Three Kings (against epilepsy), as the
Magi were believed to be magical sages (Skemer 2006, p. 62, n. 15). Names could be written anywhere:
In water, butter, apples, cheese, or molded into bread and then eaten as medicine. Stones, sticks, and

13 There were attempts to regulate the trade. By the 13th century, 100 stalls were licensed to sell scallop shell pilgrim souvenirs
at Santiago de Compostela, but selling them outside the town boundaries courted excommunication (Stalley 1988, p. 410;
Köster 1985, p. 86).

14 http://peregrinations.kenyon.edu/vol2-1.pdf; (Bugslag 2006).
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leaves were also used, as well as pottery sherds, wooden boards, small metal sheets, printed amulets,
and papal lead seals. Because the Gospels were believed to ward off evil, manuscripts, especially if
their vellum had been cut from devotional books, were thought to be capable of stopping fire and flood
(Skemer 2006, p. 110, 127–29). Some devotees rinsed the ink from holy books and drank the liquid as
medicine (Skemer 2006, p. 137; Swartz 2001, p. 178). Chanting or listening to certain words was also
thought efficacious. Rhyming words helped spur memory and prayers were intoned in multiples of
three, five, seven, or some other sacred number (Skemer 2006, pp. 80, 92). Written words, even if not
directly read, manifested power; many amulets with inscriptions inside remained closed, because to
open them might lessen their effect. This notion was mocked by reformers who particularly pointed to
nonsense words used therein (p. 127). Nonetheless, wearing an inscribed amulet meant that, in a crisis,
one would be protected even if one forgot to speak the holy words (p. 148).

Amulets (and sometimes pilgrim souvenirs, particularly ampullae on cords) were worn over the
heart (considered the gateway to the soul and in need of protection against the devil). Sometimes
called “books of the heart” (p. 135), amulets were commonly small reliquaries or phylacteria worn
around the neck, or tiny metal (usually lead) plates inscribed and placed on the body for healing
purposes. Alternatively, amulets and pilgrim souvenirs were pinned to walls in homes, stables, special
trees, and even carefully placed in fields. William Tyndale (1492–1536) condemned itinerant friars
who went door to door promising better crops or safe childbirth using the amulets they sold (Skemer
2006, p. 70, n. 127; Hopeful 2002).15 Such practices were not considered to be useless superstition, for
when clerics criticized amulets and charms, they criticized their misuse rather than their effectiveness
(pp. 5–6, 12–13).16 In “a world charged with signs”, amulets and pilgrim souvenirs co-opted significant
holy symbolism, thus amulets and souvenirs became interchangeable (Gellrich 1985, p. 62; Skemer
2006, p. 143).

6. Types of Interactive Souvenirs

In the late Middle Ages, many people enjoyed pranks and illusions.17 While the very wealthy
purchased automatons and spinning wine fountains with bells, by the fourteenth century, advanced
casting and assembling techniques made complicated pieces easier to produce, reducing their price for
the lower classes. Some of this complexity appears in the secular market which sold such toys as a
hollow-cast bird made with moving parts which could bob and stick out its tongue.18 Production of
these intricate objects opened up possibilities for devotional interaction through movement and touch.

7. Three-Dimensional Devotional Sculptures

Reformation critics singled out three-dimensional pieces as having the greatest effect on the
viewer (Kahsnitz 2005, p. 10; Marks 2004, pp. 18–19), a view reflected in many northern countries
where bequests to parish churches of three-dimensional figures far outnumbered the two-dimensional.
Whether two- or three-dimensional, devotees responded first to the figures’ reputation for healing,
but the notion that these figures were alive and responsive was enhanced by their apparent reality.
For instance, the Salve Regina prayer asks Our Lady to “turn to us thy merciful eyes . . . ” (Marks 2004,

15 Churches bought batches of printed amulets, sold by itinerant peddlers, to distribute to parishioners.
16 Some believed that talismans should be kept from the uneducated as they could not understand them (Skemer 2006, p. 59, n.

111).
17 Automatons were popular adornments for late medieval public clocks, such as that on the tower of Orvieto Cathedral, cast

in 1351 from the same metal composition as bells. A mechanical rooster crowed and fluttered its wings with every clock
stroke (Frugoni 2003, pp. 86, 89–90). There are also stories of the 16th-century king Charles V being entertained by military
automata and wooden birds that seemed to fly around the room without support. (see also Truitt 2015; Roy 1980, esp. pp.
63–64; and Scot 1930, p. 198.) At fairs, jugglers used illusion to make one think that their heads were cut off and laid on a
platter like John the Baptist.

18 Bird, Late 13th/early 14th century, Museum of London (Forsyth and Egan 2005, pp. 52, 56, 143, and fig. 9). Some pilgrim
souvenirs ended up as toys. In 1487, a child, given a Becket pilgrim badge to play with, choked on it, and was only saved by
appealing to the popular saintly figure Henry VI (Grosejean 1935, no. 133).
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p. 21; Littlehales and Bishop [1895] 1996, p. 34); perhaps the figures’ realism encouraged devotees
to touch, lick, and kiss such sculptures, typically starting at the feet (often shod in silver shoes), then
attending to the hands and face (Marks 2004, pp. 170, 220; Aston 1988, p. 152, n. 91, p. 226).19

They were not mere blocks of wood or stone, but read as “hands”, as “feet”, and so on. Some have
argued that the focus on the image of the divinity over relics in the later Middle Ages was meant to
de-localize sanctity (Vauchez 1997, pp. 448–53), but it actually produced the opposite effect, creating
multiple localities of sanctity through each church’s patronal image. Having access to them at one’s
parish church, or even better, one’s home, allowed people to touch and interact with divinity as they
wished. Seeing the image repeatedly encouraged thoughts of the saint and their life and tribulations.
These thoughts were meant to spur empathy and, by extension, a real connection with the holy figure.
They could turn to the saint whenever they needed support, comfort, or absolution prompted by the
easily accessible image.

This touch formed part of a visionary practice. In the normal course of things, objects on
the altar were off-limits to the laity. To counteract this exclusivity (and hasten their time through
Purgatory), the very wealthy had entire chapels created with figures, which allowed them to imagine
themselves as witnesses to sacred events standing near and touching the sacred figures (Gelfand 2012).
This imaginative slippage, emphasized through spiritual exercises, was facilitated by certain churches
and cities which were identified as alternative Jerusalems or Bethlehems. Beyond this, the sacred event
could recur, with the correct prayers, in one’s home.

Three-dimensional votives adorned saints’ shrines and in the homes of the wealthy; Charles V
(1338–1380) owned a tableaux of small gold religious statues (Ringbom 1984, p. 36). The same demand
for three-dimensionality was satisfied for a much larger population by the production of low-cost
hollow cast figures (made with slush casting), either placed on pedestals or nailed atop walking staffs.
For example, one could place a three-dimensional, hollow, standing figure of Thomas Becket (late
13th/early 14th century) with detailed episcopal robes on the top of one’s walking stick (Lee 2014, pp.
9–10; Spencer 1998, pp. 72–73) (Figure 6). Other hollow-cast figures of Becket feature him on horseback
or standing on the back of a flamboyant peacock, the latter referring to either the incorrupt nature of
the saint (as peacocks were believed to never decay) or the practice of taking a vow on a noble bird
(Spencer 1998, pp. 75–77). A copy of the reliquary bust of Charlemagne from Aachen20 was similarly
used and a lovely seated Virgin, dating from the first half of the 14th century, was “an example of
the ordinary man’s devotional equivalent of the rich man’s ivory” (Spencer 1990, p. 25).21 The line
between toy and devotional object was not always clear. For instance, hollow busts of Christ as the
Man of Sorrows and three grotesque tormentors were probably used as finger puppets (Egan 2005, pp.
64, 141–43, 146; Spencer 1998, p. 166, fig. 180b).22

19 One poor troubadour could give an image nothing, but “received a silver shoe slipped off and thrown to him as a gift”
(Belting 1994, p. 305).

20 Spencer 1998, p. 260, no. 256; VRY89 26 (93.82) Museum of London. Mid-14th-16th century.
21 See also (Spencer 1987, p. 224, fig. 85: 8.6 cm h × 2.8 cm w × 2.6 cm d), private collection; Spencer 1990, 25.
22 These figures were possibly from the Boxley Rood pilgrimage site. (see also Egan 1997, p. 414; Egan 1998, pp. 281–82, no.

930–31.) One of these heads still retains a flat base; another has an internal second tube that enabled the head to be extended
and then pushed back.

182



Religions 2019, 10, 392

 
Figure 6. Hollow-cast figure of St. Thomas Becket, Canterbury, late 13th/early 14th century. Formerly
Collection of Brian North Lee. Photo: Author.

Also manufactured were flat figures soldered onto round or square thin tubes that rise from a
base. The imagery of holy figures posing on pedestals was something seen throughout church art,
whether as sculpted jamb figures or as part of painted rood screens.23 The bases ranged in form, from
eight-spoked cusped and beaded wheels to solid circles with inscriptions (AVE MARIA GRA[cia]
PL[ena]) to stands with four legs cusped with trefoils (Figure 7). Most of the flat figures discovered

23 For example, the figures from the 15th-century screen at Branham Broom parish church, Norfolk: https://www.flickr.com/
photos/52219527@N00/23395013335/sizes/l.
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thus far date to the 15th century and feature a wide variety of saintly figures from a cardinal (possibly
Jerome) to St. Martin, St. Barbara, and the Virgin and Child (Praha Museum of Decorative Arts 1985).24

These could be grouped together, as in the 14th-century Annunciation scene with the angel Gabriel
kneeling and grasping a three-dimensional lily/fleur-de-ly on its circular stand supported by three
cabriole claw feet. Measuring 8 × 6.5 cm, it was a significant work cast in separate pieces and soldered
together.25 Another is a 15th-century piece with a Virgin and Child placed in a monstrance-shaped
frame. This is, in turn, surmounted by Christ on the cross and then flanked by angels grasping chalices
to capture the blood, all supported on a narrow tube soldered onto an openwork base (height 5.7 cm).26

 

Figure 7. St. Barbara flat figure on framed stand, 15th century. Praha, Museum of Decorative Arts,
Prague, Czech Republic. Photo: author.

24 Several are in Praha, Museum of Decorative Arts, including Barbara (UPM 5 705/1894), 15th c. (Praha Museum of Decorative
Arts 1985), 21 no. 14, 23, no. 158; (Kühne et al. 2012, p. 94, cat. 152) and (St. Martin 1990) [UPM 5 704/1894] and p. 113, cat.
187. A cardinal (Jerome?), late 15th century, is in Paris at the Musée National du Moyen Age (17974) (Bruna 2006, p. 269).
Two bases have survived without their figures in the Historisches Museum Basel (1904.2114 and 1904.2113) (Bruna 2006, p.
272, cat. 523–24). A number of unidentified figures retain pieces of the socle base.

25 Stedelijke Musea, Bruges. Another example of a free-standing souvenir is the less elaborate cross on a circular socle braced
by two arcs on either side. On one side is the corpus with the INRI board above and on the other a beaded outline of the
crossbeams (Bruna 2006, pp. 79–80, cat. 70).

26 Praha 1985, 25, no. 179 (UPM 5 658/1894); Kühne et al. 2012, 79, cat. 112–13.
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These statuettes could be set up on a mantle or table or placed in a carved tabernacle of their own.
Some rare examples depict an entire three-dimensional scene, such as the 14th-century diorama of the
Virgin and Child resting on a crib/chasse reliquary bed by an altar before which Charlemagne kneels;
all is enclosed in a tiny architectural structure27 (Figure 8). That architectural frames were widely used
is supported by the many surviving fragments of three-dimensional Gothic tracery.28

 

Figure 8. Pilgrim souvenir diorama with Charlemagne kneeling before the Virgin and Child, 14th
century. Photo: After Koldeweij, “Karel de Grote-souvenirs”, pp. 124–26, pl. 10.

27 95 mm h × 43 mm × 21 mm d. (Koldeweij 1989, pp. 124–26, pl. 10).
28 The upper portion of a traceried Gothic pinnacle measured 6.3 cm (Praha Museum of Decorative Arts 1985), p. 25, no. 190

[UPM 5 646/1894]).
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8. Folding Objects

Artisans and their customers were aware of the dramatic and emotional potential of hiding and
revealing a sacred object. Objects were placed under cloths, behind screens, doors, shutters, curtains,
and into special containers (Marks 2004, p. 243). By hiding the image at least some of the time, viewing
became a privilege of heightened anticipation. For example, when congregations prepared parish
church altars for Lent: “On the wall are curtains and hangings to be hung and raised. In the choir are
to be set dosers, tapits [both ornamental hangings], and bankers (tapestry chair coverings), and a veil
that was before the crucifix shall be removed and a pall put behind him because that which was hidden
before the passion of Christ is now opened and showed” (Speculum 1936, p. 46 quoting Speculum 1936,
p. 122).

Private devotional objects echoed the drama of concealment and exposure. As early as the ninth
century, certain illuminations and decorative initials had curtains sewn over them to protect and
decorate the image and to allow the reader a sense of revelation as they turned over the cloth to reveal
the colorful picture beneath.29 For example, a Missal from Nuremberg, c. 1420, features a green silk
curtain sewn to the top of an illumination of the crucified Christ flanked by the Virgin and St. John
(Lohr 1986, p. 149, cat. 26).30 Such an image, placed facing the canon page, was kissed during the
Mass (Sciacca 2007).

The same kind of suspense and privilege was found in folding retables on church altars or in
wealthy private homes. In northern Europe, the retable’s gold (unlike many painted Italian altarpieces)
was hidden inside, to be revealed only on special feast days, while its exterior was commonly painted
using neutral or grisaille coloring (Kahsnitz 2005, p. 14). As the viewer went deeper, the images often
became more realistic, more colorful, and more dramatic, going from two- to three-dimensional or
sculptural. Both rich and poor were enamored with the devotional possibilities of the triptych and
diptych form. The wealthy had small, but sumptuously painted, ivory, alabaster, or precious metal
versions, while the lower classes, as seen by many finds, had similar access to the folding and unfolding
form, though done in base metal. Some of the more elaborate versions created tiny oratories, such as a
late 15th century piece that features Saints Barbara and Catherine on the exterior wings and Gabriel
and the Virgin Mary on their interior. The central image, once riveted to the back, is now missing
(Bruna 2006, p. 274, cat. 530; Spencer 1998, pp. 154–55, figs. 165a,b; see also Bruna 275ff).

Far more prevalent were tiny folding pewter triptychs, latched in the center, often backed by
colored paper and painted, and whose iconography was almost as varied as that seen on larger, fancier
triptychs.31 Annunciation scenes with Gabriel on one wing and the praying Virgin on another are
typical, as are heraldic shields, usually decorating both sides. Though small, these were used to
illustrate whole iconographic cycles, as seen on the two panels of a triptych from the first half of the
14th century, adorned with a program of the infancy of Christ, including the Annunciation (center
top), Visitation (top left), Adoration of the Magi (center with horses and groom waiting to the left), and
the Massacre of the Innocents (bottom) (Spencer 1980, pp. 26–27; Tait 1955–1956, pl. XIVC). Cast as
openwork (with cusped tracery), it was backed by a diaper pattern made of thin lead (Figure 9).

29 Fictive curtains, too, were used to frame important images and give the viewer a sense of ceremony when seeing Christ or
Mary or other sacred personages.

30 See also Hague, National Library of the Netherlands, MS 130 E 18, fol. 86v, where a miniature of a funeral mass is still
covered by an attached curtain and there are also traces of pilgrimage badges (Van Asperen 2009, pp. 324–25, no. I 43).
Rudy (2015, pp. 84–85, fig. 66) suggests that the book owner treated the miniatures with curtains as altarpieces. My thanks
to Hanneke van Asperen for these references.

31 Colored-paper backing can be seen on the pilgrim badges which decorate the hat of Saint Sebaldus, Saint Veits Altarpiece, by
the Meister des Augustineraltars, 1487, Nuremberg, Nationalmuseum. Dabs of paint can also be seen on the badge in the
upper left in Book of Hours (Use of Angers) with pilgrims’ badges, in Latin, illuminated manuscript on parchment, France
(Angers?), 1450–1475 http://www.textmanuscripts.com/medieval/book-of-hours-use-of-angers-96384.
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Figure 9. Pilgrim souvenir triptych, first half of the 14th century. Norfolk, Lynn Museum. Photo: After
Spencer, Medieval Pilgrim Badges from Norfolk, pp. 26–27.
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The most spectacular finds of this kind are late-14th/early-15th century elaborate diptychs from
Aachen. Cast of pewter with openwork elements soldered on one example pictures on its interior
panels Saints Catherine and Barbara flanking the Virgin and Child and Cornelius and Anthony flanking
Christ Salvator. Above the women, the Holy Tunic is repeated (this time backed by rays of light)
and above the men is the nimbed vernicle portrait, with both showing the back side of the Calvary
scene on top. Another example features an interior panel made of paper painted with a black-robed
angel holding up the white tunic of Mary on a red background. The architectural structures of some
examples display loops, allowing the devotee to wear, or more likely, hang, the folded diptych as they
wished32 (Figure 10).

Folding was integral to another form of devotional object, a sort of do-it-yourself reliquary. Only
two (almost) complete examples survive, though many fragments have been found. Cast in openwork
designs, they laid flat until the purchaser pulled the soft metal apart and folded the object into shape,
firmly fastening it with the built-in clips. One example features two long sides made of gabled and
cusped Gothic arches and a four-part quatrefoil decorated roof line. At its gable end stands a bishop
saint with a pilgrim kneeling in devotion33 (Figure 11). Unfortunately, the opposite end does not
survive. The hollow cage allowed one to see and rattle the object placed within (probably a pebble or
other physical souvenir taken from the site). Earlier reliquary-shaped ampullae had been slush cast in
the form of reliquaries which contained holy water or oil. In contrast, the folding reliquary allowed the
pilgrim to place their own relic inside.34 Once filled, they could be votive gifts. Perhaps they were
expressly created for children, as some late-medieval Italian preachers recommended that children
should play with and decorate toy altars, and a number of fragmentary remnants appear to have once
formed miniature altars.35

32 111 mm × 57 mm (Van Beuningen et al. 2001, pp. 59–66, 326).
33 The other example has three vertical sides and two roof panels that could be folded into a three-dimensional reliquary châsse.

Measuring 7.7 × 3.5 cm, done in openwork patterns with clips (Pieters et al. 1997–1998). Now in Oostende, Heemkundig
Museum De Plate. See also Kühne et al. 2012, p. 150, cat. 266; and Praha 1985, p. 25, no. 186 (UPM 5 641/1894), 14th–15th
century, 4.3 cm in height.

34 See Spencer 1998, pp. 65–71, for examples from Canterbury.
35 Fragments of tiny furniture are described in Egan 1998, p. 127. See also (Webb 1990, p. 159); and (Trexler 1980, p. 377).
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Figure 10. Pilgrim souvenir diptych from Aachen, Germany, late 14th/early 15th century, Cothen,
Collection of H.J.E. van Beuningen. Photo: After Van Beuningen et al., Heilig en Profaan 2, pp.
59–66, 326.
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Figure 11. Pilgrim souvenir in the shape of a foldable reliquary, 14th/15th century. Praha, Museum of
Decorative Arts, Prague, Czech Republic. Photo: After Kühne, Jungfrauen, Engel, Phallustiere, p. 150,
cat. 266.

9. Lockets, Chains, and Cylinders

As the desire for ever-greater personal interaction with the divine grew, so did the demand for
sacred jewelry. Of interest are those that encouraged touching or manipulation with hinged containers,
lockets, chains, and loops. Most common are pins, brooches, and necklaces that featured hidden
cavities filled with relics made of precious metals, enamels, and gems. Those with less means copied
these ornaments in lead or copper alloy, like the Carpow Reliquary, meant to contain a tiny sliver of
the True Cross.36

Lockets functioned similarly and could contain small, flat items picked up on pilgrimage.
An example of this is the openwork piece from the 14th century, which shows a bishop with a crozier
and a king holding a model church with the inscription +AVE MARIA GRATIA PLENA DOMINUS
TECV(M).37 Another locket—here revealing a slippage between sacred and secular—copied a mesh,
pendant purse (decorated with lattice patterns of pierced quatrefoils) with fictive drawstrings and
tassels. It held coins or other good luck tokens, drawing wealth to their owners (Koldeweij 2006, pp.
116–17, cat. 309–11. Koldeweij 2006, pp. 153–57, on coinage adopted for pilgrimage and amuletic
reasons). These were sometimes suspended from fleur-de-lys in circular beaded and hatched frames
which attached to a larger chain, though there are instances of suspensory loops dangling miniature
secular objects such as scissors or a pair of pattens. Religious figures were also dangled on chains for
pleasure or used for ligature charms, such as the pilgrim badges of the Virgin and Child and John the

36 Copper alloy was used more frequently in pilgrim souvenirs in the second half of the 15th century (Spencer 1998, pp. 167–70;
Hall 2007, p. 77). A folded textual amulet was found in the Ingleby Arncliffe Crucifix (Skemer 2006, p. 183). Personal reliquary
crosses, popular in Byzantium, were often incised with images of holy figures on their exterior. See, for example, the “Reliquary
Cross with Saint George [Byzantine] (2000.526.2)” at. http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/priv/ho_2000.526.2.htm. In the
West, these items were made out of precious materials beginning around 1000.

37 Now in Ghent, Oudheidkundig Museum van de Bijloke (3538) (Heins 1897–1915, p. 261; Koldeweij 2006, p. 24, fig. 1.13,
16th century, 50 mm diameter; Van Asperen 2013, p. 230). Secular counterparts can be found too, such as a locket with
Tristan and Isolde in Spencer 1998, p. 327. Van Beuningen 2001, p. 360, cat. 1516 illustrates a crude hinged locket with the
Vera Icon (front) and the Agnus Dei (reverse), 1350–1400.
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Evangelist from ’s-Hertogenbosch and St. George. The latter had a loop rather than a pin so that it
could be wired, perhaps, to armor or connected through another charm in the shape of a Tau Cross
(Spencer 1998, p. 159, cat. 176b, p. 186, cat. 206f).

10. Rattles, Bells, and Whistles

Less delicate and purposefully more raucous were rattles, bells, and whistles sold at pilgrim
shrines and popular markets. Sweet sounds of singing and chanting were praised and considered
necessary for church services, while jangling, loud noises were prized for their ability to scare off
demons and threatening weather.38 Such noises grate and distract—the joyful focus of children and
troublemakers—and were used in processions and at fairs and in ceremonies (Spencer 1990, pp. 62–63).
The pieces that made these noises are more difficult to identify as devotional. This was probably
intentional because, as mentioned earlier, some churches kept control of the pilgrim souvenir trade by
renting out approved molds for badges, while allowing artisans to create non-badge objects without
oversight or payment.39 Yet, the devotional was implicit too, as molds used to produce these whistles
have been found with molds used to create other, more-definitively religious pieces at the same sites,
such as at Mont-St-Michel.40

Rattles as noisemakers, produced in the 14th century, were commonly made of reticulated tracery
in two hemispherical halves soldered together enclosing small shells (referring to pilgrimage?), pebbles,
or bells (Figure 12 left). Some had handles, but most were probably meant to be worn on a cord around
the neck or just carried, as their size makes them fit neatly within one’s palm. The user could not only
hear the contents shake, but see them rattle around. Again, objects like this are situated between the
sacred and the secular; they could just be used as a rattle, but they had the potential to also call upon
holy protection for the infant who was shaking it (Spencer 1990, p. 64, cat. 197–98; Spencer 1998, pp.
209–11).

Whistles both sacred and secular were even more popular; it is sometimes hard to tell for which
market a whistle was made. For instance, at Rocamadour, molds were discovered for whistles in the
shape of a man’s head or a cockerel. The cockerel was a noisy bird who could be used for apotropaic
frightening of evil (Spencer 1998, p. 207; Rocacher 1980). Other examples were cast in the shape of
boatswains’ whistles with a tube attached to a hollow bulb. With a loop cast as an attachment, people
could run a cord or chain through it and wear it around their neck.

A whistle in the form of a man’s head, keeping with the cockerel theme, has a bird perched on top
of the head (Spencer 1998, pp. 207–9; Bruna 2006, pp. 296–68, cat. 564–65). Horn-shaped whistles
were also popular and have been found with inscriptions that range from the holy (ave maria) to the
profane (bla me or blow me) (Spencer 1998, p. 209; Spencer 1990, pp. 63–64, cat. 195–96) (Figure 12
right). A particularly extravagant type was the 15th-century whistle or sifflet, which turned when
blown (Bruna 2006, pp. 345–46, cat. No. 673). Boat-shaped whistles could be purchased at coastal sites
dedicated to the Virgin, like that of Our Lady of Boulogne-sur-mer, which were decorated with scales
and a dragon-head prow and surmounted by a tiny figure of St. Nicolas or trilobe tracery (Spencer
1990, p. 63; Bruna 2006, pp. 89–91). Pottery horns, too, were manufactured at Aachen, Cologne,
and St. Nicholas-de-Port near Nancy, France. Just as horns were loudly blown at processions and

38 Many sources exhorted the faithful to make “honeyed” sounds. Basil the Great noted that vocal music was to be like honey
smeared in a cup of bitter medicine leading to tranquility and peace (Basil the Great 1857–1866, p. 212) and John Chrysostom
wrote of hymns as uplifting the mind with modulated melody (Chrysostom 1857–1866, p. 156). Colossians 3:16 speaks of
“singing psalms and hymns and spiritual sings with thankfulness in your hearts to God.” My thanks to Rebecca Abbott for
her help in suggesting sources and discussing this topic with me.

39 At Mont-St-Michel, the monks required a portion of the profits of the badges sold to be turned over to them. See the INRAP
virtual exhibition referenced in note 2.

40 http://www.inrap.fr/mont-saint-michel-une-production-d-enseignes-de-pelerins-5083.
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the exhibition of relics, a whistle such as this would have drawn attention of even the most devout
passerby (Spencer 1990, p. 63; Meckseper 1985, vol. 1, pp. 408–9; Van Heeringen et al. 1988, p. 10).41

 
Figure 12. (left) Rattle with shells, 14th century, Museum of London, Photo: Museum of London.
(right) Secular whistle, 15th century, Salisbury Museum of Art. Photo: After Spencer, Pilgrim Souvenirs
. . . Salisbury, pp. 63–64, cat. No. 196.

Noise from bells was also believed to scare away evil. The Golden Legend, describing the
processions of the Lesser Litany, explained that devils cannot stand the sounds of the bells (called
Christ’s trumpets), so they flee and the storms abate. Bells were named after saints that were believed
to be efficacious against bad weather, but the name could be changed to that of a demon if they proved
unworthy (Ryan 1993, p. 287; Scribner 1987, pp. 14–15). Bells also accompanied the raising of the
covers of some shrines.42

However, bells were more important than whistles. They were part of the church furnishings
and set the rhythm of the medieval day, sounding the hours (set by sundials, hourglasses, calibrated
candles, or water clocks) (Frugoni 2003, p. 86). The sacristan rang bells, calling monks and nuns to
worship at certain times of the day and night and regulating meal and sleep times. Bells were integral
to the daily and yearly changes in a church and both large and small hand bells were rung during
services (Scribner 1987, p. 22). Sacring bells were rung when the host was elevated during the Mass.
There was also the Ave Bell rung morning, noon, and night. When one heard it, one knelt and said at
least one Ave Maria so that one could receive a papal indulgence, as that paid for in 1481 by Elizabeth
Woodville, queen of Edward IV (Duffy 1992, p. 408; Bliss and Twemlow 1867, vol. 13, pt. 1, pp. 90–91).

Even during funerals, bells played a crucial role. They would entice those within hearing distance
to pray for the souls of the deceased (French 2008, p. 55; Speculum 1936, p. 234). “The first ring was to
announce that the person had died and to ask that those within hearing pray for their soul, then more
notes would be rung depending on the status of the deceased.” Bellmen were “to go about according to

41 For ceramic examples, see Koldeweij 2006, pp. 75–76, cat. 4.10–4.13.
42 Six silver bells accompanied the raising of the shrine cover at Durham Cathedral (Fowler 1964, p. 4).
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the use and custom of the town” on the funeral day and the seventh day, month, and year anniversary,
ringing hand bells as they walked around the town. The sound of the bell was believed to scare away
devils that might attack the soul (Heath 1984, p. 217; Daniell 1997, p. 53). Bell-ringers were paid more
than the clergy performing the funeral service, reflecting their importance (Daniell 1997, p. 53; Burgess
1987, p. 188).

Most well-known are the souvenir bells from Canterbury (some inscribed CAPANA THOME,
Thomas’s bell), but bells were also sold to pilgrims at Amiens, Mont-St-Michel, and Rocamadour
(Bruna 2006, pp. 263–68; Koldeweij 2006, pp. 171–75; Spencer 1998, p. 123).43 Round in section with
clappers inserted and held by a split pin on the top of the bell, they were meant to be resonant. Metal
analysis shows they were cast with high-grade pewter (including copper and bismuth) (Spencer 1990,
p. 24). Their diminutive size would have lessened their impact on sight, but it was their tinny, clanking
sound that probably brought them closer to the annoying sounds of whistles than to the sonorous,
deeply meaningful large church bells. As William Thorpe, a Lollard preacher, complained in 1407,
“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 there away, with all his clarions and minstrels” (Pollard 1903, p. 97). Visually, they referenced the
larger bells and perhaps sought to share in the reverence created by true church bells.

11. Mirrors

These figures worked by stimulating the imagination through touch and through gaze. Acting on
the latter were pilgrim souvenirs that featured mirrors. For example, every seven years at Aachen
Cathedral, between Easter and October 1, the main relics went on display, including the nightgown
that the Virgin wore on Christmas, Christ’s first swaddling cloths (Joseph’s stockings), Christ’s loin
cloth, shroud, and even the cloth that once wrapped John the Baptist’s bloodied head. Initially, they
were shown inside the cathedral. Later, beginning in 1322, the relics were displayed outside from the
tower gallery, and scaffolding was set up to give pilgrims a good view (Spencer 1998, p. 259). By the
fifteenth century, overwhelmed with pilgrims, the church opened up its souvenir monopoly every
seven years to any artisan. Attracting artisans from all over (including Johannes Gutenberg), some
created complex badges with tiny mirrors. Unable to directly come into contact with the relic or its
shrine, the mirrors allowed the pilgrim to reflect the image of the displayed relic into their mirror,
which could then reflect the image onto a piece of bread for ingestion, etc. One mirror badge illustrates
the tunic of the Virgin (Aachen’s main relic) and the vernicle portrait of Christ, both surmounted by
tiny Calvary scenes with praying, kneeling angels. Surrounding the whole is the inscription AVE
MARIA GRACIA PLENA DO[MIN]I.

With the mirror placed near the center of each badge, the act of beholding is emphasized as it was
on other mirror badges from ’s-Hertogenbosch and Cologne Cathedral (Figure 13). Mirrors were also
believed to blind evil spirits, so they were hung from trees and were set into the evergreen Wildman
costume during the Nuremberg Carnival. Some pilgrims of the same period wore coronets made of
linked mirrors over their hats.44

43 Other bells were associated with St. Anthony pilgrim badges in the shape of a Tau cross (Van Beuningen and Koldeweij
1993, p. 125, cat. 35).

44 (Sumberg 1941, p. 106, fig. 18); (Koldeweij 2006, p. 44, fig. 2.51), illustrating a detail from the Legend of St. Lucy by the
Master of the St. Lucy Legend. Bruges, Church of St. James, c. 1480.
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Figure 13. Pilgrim badge with mirror frame, Aachen, 1350–1400. Cothen, H.J.E. van Beuningen
Collection (Inv. 3492). Photo: After Van Beuningen et al., Heilig en Profaan 2, p. 316, cat. 1347.

12. Conclusions

Scholars agree that personal devotion grew more intense and tactile in the later Middle Ages.45

Different kinds of devotion focused the attentions of the individual on complicated and emotional
ideas (Bugslag 2016). Yet, it has been difficult to trace such devotions among the lower classes. Few
documents bothered to record the actions and beliefs of such people. When mentioned, the lower
classes featured mostly in terms of large crowds and the response of such crowds. Rarely recorded was
a lower-class individual’s devotion. Material culture can, though, give us an idea of how such people
practiced their piety. The iconography and added movement of their devotional objects were, not
surprisingly, inexpensive copies of the pieces prized by the upper classes. The same New Testament
and saintly pictures and the same folding, looping, blowing, and peering through occurs in both.
Although mass-produced, these complicated base metal objects moved and interacted with the viewer
in the same manner as those made of expensive materials. Still, they had their own creativity and
interest, they were not just empty echoes. Instead, whether a small triptych, hollow-cast figure, or
assembled diorama, they allowed those of the lower classes to interact directly with the divine.

Funding: This research was funded, in part, by a Faculty Research Grant by Kenyon College.

45 See also James Bugslag (2016). Performative Thaumaturgy: The State of Research on Curative and Spiritual Interaction at
Medieval Pilgrimage Shrines. In The Sacred and the Secular in Medieval Healing: Sites, Objects, and Texts. Edited by Barbara S.
Bowers and Linda Migl Keyser. London: Routledge, pp. 219–65, pls. 8–10.
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Abstract: Although traditionally associated with Eastern Christianity, the practice of venerating
icons became deeply rooted in the Catholic societies of the broad Adriatic region from the Late
Middle Ages onwards and was an indispensable part of everyday popular piety. The evidence
lies in the massive amount of icons located today in public and private collections throughout the
Italian Peninsula, Croatia, Slovenia, and Montenegro. At a time when Greeks were branded as
“schismatics”, and although the Byzantine maniera greca had become obsolete in Western European
art, icon painting managed to survive at the margins of the Renaissance, and ultimately went through
its own renaissance in the sixteenth century. Omnipresent in Catholic households, icons were very
often donated to churches as votive offerings and were gradually transformed into the focal points of
collective public devotion. Through the combined study of visual evidence, archival records and
literary sources, this article will shed light on the socio-political, confessional, and artistic dynamics
that allowed for Byzantine or Byzantinizing icons to gain unprecedented popularity throughout
the Catholic milieus of the Late Medieval and Early Modern Adriatic, and become integrated into
domestic and public devotional practices.

Keywords: icon painting; maniera greca; Byzantine art; Renaissance; Council of Trent; Adriatic Sea;
Venice; Dalmatia; Ragusa; Candia

1. Introduction

On 2 March 1506 a miracle was recorded in the Italian village of Longiano, in modern-day Emilia
Romagna. A Greek icon of the Madonna and Child (Figure 1a), which decorated the residence of
the devout Sebastiano Barberi suddenly started to “sweat” tears (“sudore manavit”). As news of
the miracle spread, Barberi’s house was slowly transformed into a site of intense public devotion,
swarming with visitors who came to worship the weeping Madonna. It was not long until this new
devotion outgrew the domestic confines of Barberi’s household, prompting him to donate the icon
to the local community along with his house (Figure 1b), which was subsequently converted into a
church to host the wonder-working image, henceforth known as Our Lady of Tears (Madonna delle
Lacrime).1 As extraordinary as it sounds, this episode—one of many encountered in Late Medieval
and Early Modern sources—illustrates the prominent place of Orthodox icons in Catholic devotional
practices, while highlighting the fluid boundaries between domestic and public worship.

1 The episode is commemorated in a dedicatory inscription at the ex-church of Our Lady of Tears (Santa Maria delle Lacrime)
in Longiano: D.O.M. // BEATISSIMAEQUE VIRGINI // LACRIMARUM // QUAE// ANNO CI I VI POSTRID. K. MAR
// SUDORE MANAVIT // SEBASTIANUS BARBERIUS // DOMUM IN TEMPLUM D.D.D.S. // QUODQ. VETUSTATE
COLLABENS // CONSULES LONZANI // A FUNDAMENTIS IN HANC FORMAM AEDIF. CI I CCLXXII. The inscription
is cited and transliterated in (Turchi 1829, pp. 4–5). See also (Pasi 1986, pp. 156–58).
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(a) (b) 

Figure 1. (a) Madre della Consolazione (Madonna delle Lacrime), ca. 1500,© Longiano, Museo d’Arte
Sacra; (b) Ex Church of Santa Maria delle Lacrime, now Museo Italiano della Ghisa, Longiano (image
in the public domain).

The past twenty years have seen an abundance of scholarship on the material culture of the Early
Modern domestic interior and the devotional practices that took place in the Renaissance home.2

Drawing heavily on archival sources, previous publications have been geographically limited to the
major artistic centers of Central and Northern Italy, notably to Renaissance Florence and Venice, whereas
the rest of the Italian Peninsula and the Adriatic region still remain largely uncharted. In addition,
extant studies have almost exclusively dealt with art objects of Western style and manufacture, while
icons made in the Byzantine tradition are mentioned only briefly as a side-note or listed among items
casually encountered in private collections. Departing from the limitations of previous scholarship, this
article will explore the place and function of Byzantine and Byzantinizing icons in Catholic households
throughout the broad Adriatic region, and at the same time, trace the afterlives of images of domestic
devotion in the public space. Through the comparative evaluation of material evidence with archival
and literary sources, this study seeks to outline the socio-political, confessional, and artistic dynamics
that fostered a favorable setting for the reception of icon painting in the Adriatic. As this article will
argue, the intense circulation of artists, artworks and artistic trends in the Eastern Mediterranean
from the fifteenth century onwards, as well as the image theories promulgated during the age of
confessionalization were the key factors that allowed for the survival of Byzantine artistic forms
long after their presumed abandonment by Renaissance Humanism, rendering Orthodox icons the
votive objects par excellence in the pre- and post-Tridentine societies of both Adriatic coasts. Due to

2 (Palumbo Fossati 1984; Lydecker 1987; Grubb 2000; Brown 2004; Palumbo Fossati 2004; Ajmar Wollheim and Dennis 2006;
Currie 2006; Ajmar Wollheim et al. 2007; Anderson 2007; Cavallo and Evangelisti 2009; Henry 2011; Morse 2013; Feigenbaum
and Freddolini 2014; Walsham 2014; Corry et al. 2017; Brundin et al. 2018; Corry et al. 2018).
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the scarcity of sources from the South Adriatic, this study will draw mainly from published records
from Venice and its Adriatic possessions, as well as from published and new documents from the
archives of Dubrovnik. However, visual evidence in support of the article’s main arguments can be
found throughout the Adriatic region, including less documented regions, such as Apulia, the Marche,
Abruzzo and Molise, and will be presented here selectively.

2. The Introduction, Reception and Appropriation of Icon Painting in the Catholic West

Image worship lay at the heart of Eastern Christian devotional practices since the early centuries
of Byzantium, growing increasingly in popularity after the end of iconoclasm in 843. From the
mid-eleventh century onwards, painted icons gained added significance, and were promoted as “living
paintings” (“  ”), a concept first introduced in the writings of Michael Psellos. More than
mere art objects, for the Byzantines, icons were considered to be the true likenesses and material
embodiments of Christ and the saints and were often treated as equivalent to relics. In fact, certain
early icons were believed to have been created not by human hands but by divine agency, often
credited as the original portraits of saints painted by Saint Luke himself. These acheiropoietoi icons
were often attributed thaumaturgic powers of healing and protection conferred by the sacred figures
they represented. In Byzantine theology, the veneration of such images and their copies allowed
the devout to communicate directly with the divine, based on the belief that the honor given to an
image was transferred directly to its prototype, as expressed by Basil the Great and John of Damascus.
Images representing holy figures, crafted in various sizes and a variety of media permeated all aspects
of public and private life. In ecclesiastical settings, icons functioned as integral parts of liturgical
rituals, decorating church interiors and being carried in public processions, whereas in official civic
and military contexts, they were steadily replacing imperial images, acting as divine protectors of
armies (apotropaia) and defenders of cities (palladia), roles particularly diffused during periods of intense
warfare. Besides their public functions, icons were also commissioned individually for personal uses;
small portable icons, such as diptychs, triptychs and polyptychs were used as visual aids for private
devotion in the home, and accompanied their owners to battle or distant travels, providing them with
constant protection from harm.3

Although icon worship was an integral part of Orthodox devotional practices from very early
on, in Catholic Europe, the veneration of painted panels was a much later introduction.4 In the first
half of the thirteenth century, during the period of Latin rule, the Archbishop of Ohrid, Demetrios
Chomatenos, was writing to Constantine Kavasilas, Metropolitan of Durrës: “There are some Latins
that do not seem to be completely different from our customs [ . . . ] Indeed they too revere icons
and they exhibit them in their churches.“5 While Chomatenos raises a point of convergence between
Greek and Latin approaches to images, his statement implies that the practice of venerating sacred
images was not always or, at least not universally, adopted by the Catholic Church. In fact, during
the Middle Ages, popular piety in the West mainly revolved around the veneration of relics, and
even domestic devotion was mainly aided by textual artefacts, such as private psalters and books
of hours. It was only after the Crusades and especially, after the Sack of Constantinople in 1204,
that Italian and Dalmatian workshops started producing icon-like devotional images, influenced by
the reputedly ancient and miraculous icons that came streaming from the East, and possibly by the

3 For the role of icons in Byzantium see (Belting 1994; Carr 2004, pp. 142–52; Vassilaki 2008, pp. 758–69; Drandaki 2013, pp.
109–14).

4 For the diffusion of icon worship in the West see (Ringbom 1984, pp. 12–22; Belting 1994; Carr 2004, pp. 142–52; Drandaki
2013, pp. 109–14; Bacci 2018, pp. 272–92).

5 “          ’   [...]    
   ,    ’    .” . (Rallis and Potlis 1855, p. 434;

Morini 1989, p. 267).
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teachings of Byzantine painters migrating to the West.6 Images made in the so-called maniera greca
appropriated the morphological and iconographic features of Byzantine icons, enriched with Crusader
innovations and local pictorial elements (Figure 2).7 Over the following centuries, Eastern and Western
traditions would eventually diverge into largely disparate paths, as Italian—and to a lesser extent
Dalmatian—painters gradually adopted a more naturalistic way of representation, abandoning the
more abstract Medieval forms.

 
Figure 2. Berlinghiero Berlinghieri, Madonna and Child, ca. 1230s, New York, Metropolitan Museum of
Art (image in the public domain).

Rejected as repetitive, distasteful, and unimaginative, the maniera greca of the Orthodox East
and the Italian Duecento ended up becoming synonymous of artistic decline by the fifteenth century,
representing everything a Renaissance artist should avoid. Cennino Cennini and Lorenzo Ghiberti
both praised Giotto for “changing the profession of painting from Greek back into Latin” (Cennini
1960, p. 2),8 “bringing new art and abandoning the roughness of the Greeks” (Ghiberti 1998,
p. 84).9 Leonardo da Vinci reproached the “followers of the Byzantine manner”, claiming that they
“continually imitated each other, and art declined steadily from age to age” (Leonardo 1961, p. 84;

6 In his life of Cimabue Giorgio Vasari relates the emergence of Italian panel painting to the presence of “Greek painters”, who
had been invited to Florence “for no other purpose than that of introducing there the art of painting, which in Tuscany
long had been lost” [“Avenne che in que’ giorni erano venuti di Grecia certi pittori in Fiorenza, chiamati da chi governava
quella città non per altro che per introdurvi l’arte della pittura, la quale in Toscana era stata smarrita molto tempo”]. (Vasari
1550, p. 126; cited and translated in Maginnis 1994, p. 147; Concina 2002, pp. 89–96). See also Voulgaropoulou, Margarita.
Forthcoming. Transcending Borders, Transforming Identities: Travelling Icons and Icon Painters in the Adriatic Region
(Voulgaropoulou, Margarita. Forthcoming. Transcending Borders, Transforming Identities: Travelling Icons and Icon

Painters in the Adriatic Region ).
7 For the development of Italian panel painting see (Folda 2015, pp. xxii–xxiii, with references).
8 “Il quale Giotto rimutò l’arte del dipignere di Greco in Latino e ridusse al moderno”.
9 “Arrechò l’arte nuova, lasciò la rozeza de’ Greci”.
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Nagel and Wood 2010, pp. 72–73).10 Renaissance critique of the Byzantine manner culminated in the
writings of Giorgio Vasari, who repeatedly dismissed it as “awkward”, “coarse”, “disproportionate”
and even “monstrous” (Vasari 1550, pp. 59, 83, 97, 119, 244).11 Within the context of such an increasingly
negative discourse, one can only wonder how images made in the Byzantine tradition managed to not
only survive in a seemingly unfavorable intellectual setting, but also develop into essential parts of
domestic and public devotional practices of Italian and Dalmatian Catholic populations.

A catalyzing moment for the reception of Byzantine culture and icon painting in the West, and
especially in Venice, was the council for the union of the Greek and Latin Churches held in Ferrara
and Florence in 1438–1439.12 In 1438, the Greek delegation, comprising of seven hundred clerics
and laymen, including the Byzantine emperor John VIII Palaiologos (1392–1448) and the patriarch of
Constantinople, Joseph II (1360–1439), spent a few weeks in Venice right immediately prior to setting
out for Ferrara. The brief Byzantine presence in the city nonetheless left a lasting impression on the
Venetians, who developed an almost exotic interest in all things Greek. At the same time, a great many
Byzantine icons and luxury items were arriving in Venice, Rome and other Italian cities either by means
of trade or as diplomatic gifts, filling up the treasuries of lay and ecclesiastical magnates. Cardinal
Bessarion (1403–1472), for instance, donated seven mosaic icons to Saint Peter’s basilica from 1454
to 1466, although an inventory from 1489 suggests that his legacy was much larger, also including
numerous painted panels (Müntz 1879, p. 298n3; Müntz and Frothingham 1883, p. 111; Antetomaso
2007, pp. 225–32; Nagel 2011, pp. 21–22; Duits 2013, p. 170). Arguably the largest collection of icons,
numbering twenty-three mosaic icons (“de musayco parvissimo”) and thirteen painted and sculpted
ones (“ycona graeca”), was amassed by the Venetian cardinal Pietro Barbo, future Pope Paul II (Müntz
1879, pp. 201–5; Cutler 1995, p. 251; Corbo 2004, pp. 31–33; Pedone 2005, p. 102n36; Cherra 2006,
pp. 184–85; Duits 2011, pp. 127–41; Nagel 2011, p. 21; Duits 2013, pp. 169–71; Menna 2015, pp. 101–11).
When Barbo died in 1471, a part of his collection was acquired by Lorenzo de’ Medici, who already
owned numerous icons in the “Greek” style, which were registered in the Medici household inventories
as early as 1463 (Furlan 1973, pp. 19–20; Spallanzani et al. 1992, pp. 27, 47–48, 63, 80; Spallanzani 1996,
pp. 119, 142–44; Menna 1998, pp. 122–24; Cherra 2006, pp. 185–87; Fusco and Corti 2006, pp. 74–75;
Nagel 2011, p. 21; Duits 2013, pp. 157–88). Smaller collections of icons belonged to cardinal Ludovico
Trevisan (1401–1465), owner of “antique Greek panels with silver revetments” (Bagemihl 1993, p. 563;
Duits 2013, p. 170), and cardinal Francesco Gonzaga (1444–1483), whose will mentions “two old Greek
panels, one with the Crucifixion and one with Our Lady” (Chambers 1992; Duits 2013, p. 170). It is not
a coincidence that all of these collections were in some way related to Venice: both cardinals Trevisan
and Barbo were of Venetian origin, cardinal Bessarion served at the city as a papal legate, and cardinal
Gonzaga is known to have acquired art objects from Venice for his Mantua palace.

A new, massive wave of icons and Byzantine artefacts swept through Venice and other Italian
centers towards the turn of the sixteenth century, along with an unprecedented influx of Greek migrants
and members of the Byzantine intelligentsia that followed the conquest of Constantinople in 1453,
and the Ottoman expansion into former Byzantine and Venetian lands in the Eastern Mediterranean
(Bianca 1999; Menna 1998, pp. 111–58; Cherra 2006, pp. 175–204; Pedone 2005, p. 100; Lamers 2015,
p. 4). Carried in the baggage of church prelates and aristocratic refugees, such as cardinal Bessarion
and Anna Palaiologina Notaras, these migrating heirlooms eventually entered Italian and Western
European private collections; this time, however, they were not only perceived as exotic curiosities and
prized relics that appealed to the antiquarian and philological interests of fifteenth-century humanists
(Effenberger 2004, p. 212; Cutler 1995, p. 252; Nagel and Wood 2010, p. 105; Duits 2011, p. 135;

10 “[ . . . ] come vedemo in ne’ pittori dopo i Romani, i quali sempre imitarono l’uno dall’altro, e di età in età sempre mandarono
detta arte in declinazione”.

11 “la maniera goffa greca”, “rozza maniera Bizantina”, “altre mostruosità di que’ Greci”, “quella maniera greca goffa e
sproporzionata”.

12 For the Council of Ferrara–Florence see (Geanakoplos 1955, pp. 324–46; Nicol 1988, pp. 376–79; Morini 1989, pp. 267–96).
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Duits 2013, pp. 159–160n6) but also as the last remnants of the fallen Byzantine Empire and symbols of
the battles of allied Christianity against Islam.13 According to Alexander Nagel, “the icon enthusiasm
of the later fifteenth century led to efforts to revitalize and reauthorize religious images in the West”,
leading to the rediscovery of local icons and the formation of legends revolving around miracle-working
images (Nagel 2011, p. 22).

The influx of Eastern icons to the West continued throughout the Early Modern Period, only it no
longer concerned Byzantine artworks but rather, images created in the flourishing icon-painting centers
of the Balkans and the Eastern Mediterranean, the most important being Candia, a Venetian possession
from 1211 to 1669. From the sixteenth century onwards, a vibrant trade of icons was established between
Venice, Crete and other centers of the Mediterranean and Adriatic Seas, while icons kept streaming
to the West, following the mass migrations of Orthodox populations during the Ottoman–Venetian
wars. At the same time, numerous Greek Orthodox communities and churches were founded in
Venice and other Adriatic cities, encouraging the establishment of icon-painting workshops that
produced devotional images for a confessionally diverse clientele (Voulgaropoulou 2014, pp. 132–432).
Therefore, it appears that the geopolitical upheavals in the Eastern Mediterranean during the Late
Middle Ages and the Early Modern period resulted in an inflow of Byzantine and post-Byzantine icons
in Adriatic collections, allowing for the rediscovery of icon painting and the further familiarization of
Italian and Dalmatian Catholics with the Byzantine tradition. What remains to be answered, however,
is the question of how exactly these icons were introduced in Catholic religious practices and accepted
as devotional objects par excellence by the Roman Catholic Church, especially in a period of intense
theological debates and inter-confessional conflicts.

Respect for Byzantine icons’ spirituality had pervaded Western theology since the Late Middle
Ages. As early as 1306, the Dominican preacher Fra Giordano da Rivalto (1260–1311) attributed “the
utmost authority to images imported from Greece”, for depicting the holy figures “exactly as they
looked” (Giordano 1867, p. 171; Belting 1994, p. 182; Cutler 1994, p. 194; Cutler 2000).14 Almost
a century later, the Blessed Fra Giovanni Dominici (ca. 1355–1419), mentor of Fra Angelico and
Archbishop of Ragusa, advised the faithful to revere the “old smoky” humble images of the past
(“vecchie affumate”) instead of worshipping the gilded and richly ornamented religious paintings of
their time, which he thought distracted them from the essence of prayer (Dominici 1860, p. 133; Nagel
and Wood 2010, p. 85; Nagel 2011, pp. 20–21, 290n21; Drandaki 2014, p. 45). Although Dominici’s
“old smoky” icons can probably be identified with devotional images of the Italian Duecento and
Trecento (see Figure 2) rather than Byzantine icons, both his and Giordano’s accounts certainly denote
a reverence towards Byzantinizing Medieval forms that resonated with more conservative Catholic
circles of scholars and theologians.

A marked shift in the attitude of the Roman Catholic Church towards Greek icons occurred in the
wake of the Council of Trent with the implementation of a set of liturgical-artistic reforms that redefined
the principles of religious art. The Counter-Reformation defended the veneration of images and
promulgated the moral and didactic role of art rather than its aesthetic value.15 In the post-Tridentine

13 The common Ottoman threat created a sense of solidarity between Greek and Latin Christians, especially considering that a
large part of the Byzantine refugees had accepted the Union of Florence and converted to Catholicism. Although short-lived,
the Union of Florence had cultivated a favorable environment for Orthodox Christianity in the Catholic West, especially in
Venice, where there was more tolerance towards doctrinal differences. Quite revealing is a letter of the Camaldolese monks,
Paolo Giustiniani and Vincenzo Querini to pope Leo X in 1513, claiming about the Greeks that “they are true Christians; we
half-pagan” (“hi Christiani vere sunt, nos semipagani”). (Giustiniani and Quirini 1773, p. 662; Bianchini 1995, p. 75; Prodi
1973, pp. 422–23. See also Nagel 2011, p. 21; Lamers 2015, p. 5).

14 “sicchè queste dipinture, e specialmente l’antiche, che vennono di Grecia anticamente, sono di troppo grande autoritade;
perocchè là entro conversaro molti santi che ritrassero le dette cose e diederne copia al mondo, delle quali si trae autorità
grande, siccome si trae di libri”.

15 This is explicitly decreed in the twenty-fifth and last session of the Council, which took place on 3–4 December, 1563:
“[ . . . ] picturis vel aliis similitudinibus expressas erudiri et confirmari populum in articulis fidei commemorandis et
assidue recolendis; tum vero ex omnibus sacris imaginibus magnum fructum percipi non solum quia admonetur populus
beneficiorum et munerum quae a Christo sibi collata sunt sed etiam quia Dei per sanctos miracula et salutaria exempla
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era, the artist’s primary duty was to serve the triple ciceronian prerequisite “docere, delectare, movere”,
i.e., to educate, to delight, and to move the audience. One of the first to profess this thesis was the
Archbishop of Bologna, Cardinal Gabriele Paleotti in his treatise De imaginibus sacris et profanis (1594),
which epitomizes the focal points of the Tridentine decrees on art (Paleotti 1594, pp. 26, 91). Together
with the educational role of art, from the mid-sixteenth century onwards the Holy See promoted an
“early Christian revival”, especially under the patronage of Pope Gregory XIII (1502–1585) and cardinal
Cesare Baronio (1538–1607), aiming to serve Tridentine propaganda by strengthening the ties of the
Roman Catholic Church with Early Christianity.16 This movement entailed the rediscovery of the works
of the Church Fathers and early ecclesiastical writers, the conservation of early Christian monuments
and the revival of types of Early Christian art and architecture, which instigated a pronounced interest
for Christian history and archaeology, and cultivated, as a result, a favorable setting for the reception
of earlier pictorial forms, as was Byzantine icon painting.17

In his monumental treatise, De Picturis et Imaginibus sacris (1570), Johannes Molanus (1533–1585)
builds on the Tridentine decrees on images, stressing the necessity “to receive in all honor those
pictures that are recommended by the venerable Antiquity” (Molanus 1570, p. 19; Molanus 1996, pp.
137–39). For ecclesiastical writers such as Molanus, early icons stemmed directly from the original
portraits of holy figures or were considered to be acheiropoiētoi, i.e. not made by human hand. Based
on the reproduction of original prototypes, Byzantine icon painting was considered to be closer to
the Early Christian tradition and, therefore, represented the most authentic art form (Paleotti 1594,
74; Goffen 1975, p. 487; Chatzidakis 1977, pp. 684–85), while its austere otherworldliness allowed for
an essential connection with the divine (Chastel 1988, p. 99). In this context, even though Orthodox
Greeks were branded as “schismatics” and “heretics”—especially after the refutation of the Union of
Florence and during the confessional conflicts of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries (Fedalto 1967,
p. 34)—their art seemed to ideally conform to the tridentine doctrines, offering the Catholic Church a
useful tool in their battle against Protestant iconoclasm.

The Catholic Church’s appreciation of the spirituality of Greek Orthodox iconographic tradition
is commonly encountered in the art treatises of the Counter-Reformation era, often paired with the
denunciation of the “paganism” and sensuality of Renaissance and Mannerist art. In his 1564 treatise,
Degli errori de’ pittori circa l’istorie, published just a year after the final session of the Council of Trent,
Giovanni Andrea Gilio da Fabriano suggests “painting the sacred images honest, and pious, with
those signs which were attributed to them by the ancients as the privilege of their sanctity; although
it appears to the moderns vile, tasteless, plebeian, old-fashioned, lowly, devoid of genius and art”
(Barocchi 1961, p. 111).18 Likewise, the Archbishop of Bologna and engineer of the tridentine reforms,
Cardinal Gabriele Paleotti, in his Addenda de picturis, advises artists to depict the Virgin half-length with

oculis fidelium subiiciuntur ut pro iis Deo gratias agant ad sanctorum que imitationem vitam mores que suos componant
excitentur que ad adorandum ac diligendum Deum et ad pietatem colendam [ . . . ] Quodsi aliquando historias et narrationes
Sacrae Scripturae cum id indoctae plebi expediet exprimi et figurari contigerit: doceatur populus non propterea divinitatem
figurari quasi corporeis oculis conspici vel coloribus aut figuris exprimi possit”. For the English translation of the excerpt
see (Schroeder 2011): “by means of the stories of the mysteries of our redemption portrayed in paintings and other
representations the people are instructed and confirmed in the articles of faith, which ought to be borne in mind and
constantly reflected upon; also that great profit is derived from all holy images, not only because the people are thereby
reminded of the benefits and gifts bestowed on them by Christ, but also because through the saints the miracles of God and
salutary examples are set before the eyes of the faithful, so that they may give God thanks for those things, may fashion
their own life and conduct in imitation of the saints and be moved to adore and love God and cultivate piety [ . . . ]this is
beneficial to the illiterate, that the stories and narratives of the Holy Scriptures are portrayed and exhibited, the people
should be instructed that not for that reason is the divinity represented in picture as if it can be seen with bodily eyes or
expressed in colors or figures”. For the consideration of painting as Poor Man’s Bible (Biblia pauperum) and live scripture see
(Paleotti 1594, p. 288; Barocchi 1961, p. 408; Molanus 1570, pp. 15, 32; Molanus 1996, pp. 125–27).

16 For the so-called “early Christian revival” of the end of the sixteenth century see (Zuccari 1984, pp. 49–52, 64, 80, 94;
Bianchi 2008, vol. 11, pp. 84–85; Tosini 2009).

17 “usum a primaevis christianae religionis temporibus”. [following the sacred writings and the ancient tradition of the
Fathers]. Sessio XXV 3–4 dec. 1563. Cf. the treatises of Molanus and Gabriele Paleotti.

18 “Dipingere le sacre imagini oneste e devote, con que’ segni che gli sono stati dati dagli antichi per privileggio de la santità, il
che è paruto a’ moderni vile, goffo, plebeo, antico, umile, senza ingegno et arte”.
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the Infant Jesus “as occurred in the past and can be seen today in Greek icons” (“et così nelle figure
grece” [sic]); otherwise, the holy figures might not be recognized by the faithful (Bianchi 2008, p. 171).

Paleotti’s image theory shaped the aesthetics of Catholic devotion and popular piety, and was
further developed in the writings of contemporary and future scholars. Johannes Molanus, quoting
the Bishop of Meaux, William Durant the Elder (ca. 1220–1296), condemned the use of nudity by his
contemporary artists, pointing out that “the Greeks use images, painting them as it is said only from the
navel above, and not lower, so that there is no opportunity for brute thoughts to suggest themselves”
(Molanus 1570, p. 69; Freedberg 1971, pp. 229–45).19 The Archbishop of Milan, Federico Borromeo
(1564–1631) shared similar opinions. In his treatise, De Pictura Sacra (1624), Borromeo echoes Paleotti’s
views that art should educate the public, and praises the “Christian Greeks” (“i Greci cristiani”) for
respectfully depicting only the upper part of the saints’ bodies and veiling the lower part with a cloth,
“as we can still see in many pictures” (Borromeo 1932, p. 65; Jones 1997, pp. 32, 96). Almost a century
later, the bishop of Bisceglie, Pompeo Sarnelli (1649–1724) was making specific recommendations to
the painter Angelo Solimena, from whom he had commissioned four religious images for personal
use. In a lengthy letter, the bishop provided Solimena detailed instructions on “how the sacred images
should be painted” (“come si debban dipingere le sacre imagini”), and stressed that he would prefer
his icons to be “half-length, according to the old Christian custom, which has been preserved by the
Greeks”. Like Gilio and Molanus, Sarnelli pointed out in his letter how old Christian masters painted
religious images that “inspired devotion and superhuman majesty, even though they did not conform
to the rules of art”, contrary to “the painters of our age, who have profaned with their style the sacred
pictures to the point where, not only is it impossible to worship them, but it is also impossible to look
at them with pure eyes for they have introduced nudity even into the altars” (Sarnelli 1686, pp. 273–74;
Basile Bonsante 2002, pp. 110–11).20

Despite Sarnelli’s expressed recognition of the spiritual merits of Greek icon painting, the iconic
images he commissioned from Solimena were ultimately executed in the late Baroque style, which was
fashionable during his time. In Counter-Reformation Italy, appreciation for the spirituality of Eastern
Orthodox icon painting did not necessarily entail a return to Byzantine pictorial forms; instead, at the
basis of Post-Tridentine image theory lay the combination of the devotional qualities of Byzantine icons
with the aesthetic principles and the naturalistic vocabulary of Italian or Flemish Baroque art, a precept
that even regulated the production of iconic copies. In 1597, when Federico Borromeo wanted to
include the “original portraits” of Orthodox saints and Church fathers in his Ambrosiana, he entrusted
his commissions to several Italian artists instead of hiring one of the numerous Greek icon-painters
working in Northern Italy. However, he went to great lengths to ensure that the copies would be
modeled after authentic prototypes, ideally originating from the East.21 Much more important for him
was the adherence of the copies to specific iconographic prototypes, rather than the painter’s origin or
the faithful emulation of the original’s technique. After all, for Borromeo, any direct or indirect copy

19 “His adde, quod Gulielmus Durandus Mimatensis Episcopus scribit de quibusdam Graecanicis Ecclesiis in Rationali
divinorum officiorum, Graeci, ait, utuntur imaginibus, pingentes illas ut dicitur, solum ab umbilico supra & non inferius, ut
omnis stultae cogitationis occasio tollatur”.

20 “Per prima io le desidero a mezzo busto. Così fù l’antico uso de’ Christiani ritenuto da greci per degni rispetti [ . . . ] tanto
che spirano divozione e maestà sopraumana; ancorche l’opera non appaja secondo le regole dell’arte [ . . . ] Pittori de nostro
secolo, che hanno profanato in maniera le sacre pitture, che non solamente non si ponno adorare, ma nè men rimirare con
occhio puro, havendo introdotta la nudità infin sopra gli Altari”.

21 In 1597, Borromeo assigned the German artist Hans Rottenhammer and the Spanish Dominican Alphonsus Ciacconius with
the task of locating the “original portraits” of Doctors of the Eastern Church in Venice and Rome, respectively, cities with
strong Byzantine associations. Rottenhammer’s inquiry proved fruitless, so he proposed to have the portraits commissioned
from a Greek artist residing in Venice, whom he, however, dismissed as a less skillful painter (“non è troppo maestro”). On
the other hand, Ciacconius informed Borromeo that he had discovered certain portraits of Orthodox saints, which had been
“carried off from Constantinople”. See (Jones 1997, pp. 190–92, 205n94). Although most portraits have been attributed to
Giuseppe Franchi, the close resemblence of certain ones among them with popular iconographic models or types associated
with Greek icon-painting workshops (for example the one of Ioannes Permeniates in Venice), suggests the possibility that
the images could have been modelled after original Greek designs or executed with the assistance of a Greek-speaking
icon painter.
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of a miraculous icon channeled part of the qualities of the original, regardless of style or authorship
(Noreen 2005, pp. 665–66; Merriam 2009, p. 204).

By sharing the powers of authentic images, reproductions of wonder-working icons became
popular in sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Europe and were used by the Catholic Church as
propagandistic tools in their battle against Protestant iconoclasm. Federico Borromeo’s famous cousin,
Cardinal Carlo Borromeo (1538–1584), owned, in his private collection, several reproductions of
miraculous icons and symbols of Roman popular piety. In 1569, at the initiative of Cardinal Francesco
Borgia, who wanted a “true and living portrait” of the Virgin, Carlo Borromeo received the permission
of pope Pius V (1566–1572) to issue reproductions of the miraculous icon venerated at the church of
Santa Maria Maggiore under the title of Salus Populi Romani (Noreen 2005, pp. 662–72). Most copies
of the miraculous icon were distributed throughout Europe to Jesuit missionaries and state leaders
fighting Protestantism. One of them, however, Borromeo kept for himself and had it placed in his
private chambers, as we can see in a painting from the Duomo of Milan depicting the cardinal on
his deathbed. The same copy or a similar one ended up later in the property of his cousin, Federico,
and is featured in another painting portraying Federico Borromeo in his study (Noreen 2005, p. 665)
(Figure 3).

 
Figure 3. Giulio Cesare Procaccini, Cardinal Federico Borromeo, Milan, Museo Diocesano (image in the
public domain).

In addition to the Borromeo family, a multitude of wealthy cardinals and cardinal-nephews
(nipoti) owned copies of popular miraculous images or icons in the “Greek” style in their collections,
usually objects of private devotion and of inferior economic or aesthetic value (Cappelletti 2014, p. 79).
Cardinal Paleotti, for example, owned two small icons painted alla greca in his private residence (“un
quadro con una Madonna alla greca, con sua coperta di tavola piciola [ . . . ] e un altro dipinto di
piccolo formato sempre alla greca”) (Bianchi 2008, p. 171). A “Madonna alla greca” was listed in 1609
in cardinal Ludovico de Torres’ estate in Rome (Abbate 2009, p. 283), while devotional images and
copies of thaumaturgic icons were in the possession of cardinals Benedetto Giustiniani and Francesco
Maria Del Monte (Jones 2004, p. 88). The domestic veneration of Greek icons was especially popular
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with the house of Barberini, as evidenced by the property inventories and wills of cardinals Francesco
Barberini, his brother Taddeo, prince Maffeo, Cardinal Antonio and Don Francesco (Aronberg Lavin
1975, pp. 83, 97, 216, 231, 234, 268, 284, 313, 315–16, 343–44, 386, 392, 424).

While in Rome, higher intellectual and artistic circles often promoted the creation of iconic
images in the Italian fashion, the diffusion of the cults of miraculous Byzantine icons resulted in
their wider popularization and integration through means of copies in domestic settings. Contrary
to pre-Tridentine times, when Byzantine icons were mainly collected as rare and precious items of
prestige, in the age of confessionalization icons, alla greca, were primarily acquired for their spiritual
properties, and functioned mainly as objects of devotion and piety. The spread of icons in Early
Modern domestic interiors becomes even more conspicuous in the multiethnic and multiconfessional
societies of Venice and the Adriatic region, where the persistence of Byzantine artistic traditions and
the presence of vibrant Greek communities and artistic workshops allowed for the intense veneration
of Byzantine and post-Byzantine icons in both private and public contexts.

3. The Veneration of Greek Icons in the Italian and Dalmatian Household

3.1. The Archival Evidence

As previously mentioned, during the course of the Middle Ages, Catholic domestic worship
was mainly associated with manuscripts, although the presence of isolated religious images for
private use is suggested in sporadic sources. In any event, in the fourteenth century, a new kind of
image-centered spirituality emerged across Europe, aiming to engage the emotional involvement of the
viewer, and emphasizing the importance of private piety (Ringbom 1984, pp. 12–14, 30–39). Since that
time, religious images have consistently constituted the primary foci of domestic religious practices,
representing, by far, the most common type of material culture encountered in Late Medieval and
Early Modern Catholic households. It is estimated that ninety percent of all inventoried households
in Venice possessed at least one devotional icon (Palumbo Fossati 1984, p. 131; Kasl 2004, p. 63;
Morse 2007, pp. 163–66; Brundin et al. 2018, p. 139). Among these items, Byzantine and Byzantinizing
icons, commonly referred to as alla greca to emphasize their Eastern origin, are encountered in sources
as early as the fifteenth century, although mainly in the collections of wealthier and highly educated
patrons. Nevertheless, by the early sixteenth century, their popularity increased to such a degree that
they became almost ubiquitous in a vast range of households.

The prominent role of Byzantinizing icons in the Italian household is colorfully illustrated by the
sixteenth-century historian, Giambattista Armenini, in his treatise titled De veri precetti della pittura
(1587). During his travels through Northern Italy, Armenini reveals that he visited many mansions and
palaces, all “admirably decorated, except for the paintings of holy images, which, for the most part,
consisted of little panels of certain figures alla greca, very coarse, unpleasing, and entirely sootblackened”
(Armenini 1587, p. 214; Armenini 1977, p. 256; Ringbom 1984, pp. 34–35).22 These icons were usually
found in “the rooms where we rest and spend most of our lives”, a custom which Armenini emphatically
dismissed as shameful (“un gran vergogna”). But regardless of Armenini’s personal sentiments, his
narration reflects the proliferation of icon-worship in Catholic households, which is further confirmed
by the dozens of icons located today in Italian and Croatian museums and private collections, as well
as by a multitude of archival sources dating from the fifteenth, right through to the eighteenth century.
Household inventories, family memoirs, wills and testaments, and other documents drawn up in the
occasion of inheritances or dowaries testify to the presence of at least one or more “Greek” icons in

22 “per molti palagi e case, e fino nelle camere secrete [ . . . ] e tutte ho veduto essere con mirabil arte fornite, eccetto di pitture
delle sacre imagini, le quali erano la maggior parte quadretti di certe figure fatte alla greca, goffissime, dispiacevoli e tutte
affumicate”.
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Catholic residences, and offer a vivid impression of the domestic uses of devotional images in the
Italian Peninsula and the East coast of the Adriatic.23

In Venice, the hub of the Adriatic culture, the domestic cults of icons remained vital from the Late
Middle Ages and throughout the entirety of the Early Modern period, long after the maniera greca
had been abandoned from official artistic production. The vibrant commerce between Venice and its
Mediterranean possessions, especially Candia, supplied the city with an abundance of devotional
icons, while, from the sixteenth century onwards, the increasing local demand was supplemented by
the production of Greek painters, commonly named Madonneri, who either travelled to the metropolis
or settled their workshops in the city. According to Isabella Cecchini’s estimates, Greek icons made
up for 18% of the total art objects inventoried in Venetian collections during the years 1511–1513,
faring considerably better than paintings of other foreign workshops, such as Flemish or German
(Cecchini 2008a, p. 187; Corazza 2017, p. 202).

Icons of Greek provenance were almost omnipresent in the households of the Venetian nobility,
with their popularity peaking towards the mid-sixteenth century. For instance, a Greek painting of
the Virgin (“uno quadro de la Madonna greco”) hung in one of the rooms at the residence of the
nobleman and member of the Council of Ten, Domenico Cappello, and was inventoried on 22 June
1532 (Kasl 2004, p. 63; Hochmann 2005, p. 129). On 10 December 1533, a gilded icon of the Virgin
(“un quadro de Nostra Donna grando dorado alla grecha”) was registered among the possessions of
noblewoman Elena, widow of Alvise Vitturi and, according to an inventory from 20 September 1529,
a “Greek Christ” belonged to another noblewoman, Magdalena, widow of Girolamo Dedo (Hochmann
2005, pp. 121n70, 130). Likewise, a gilded icon of the Virgin (“una Nostra Donna greca dorada”) was
registered in the residence of Andrea Grimani on 7 June 1553 (Hochmann 2005, p. 130).

Among the wealthiest households, it was not uncommon to find more than one icon in the “Greek”
style, sometimes even forming small collections. We know, for example, from a 1594 document, that
Zuan Jacomo de’ Agostini owned three Virgins alla greca in his impressive, for the time, collection of
sixty-seven paintings (Jestaz 2001, p. 188). Three Greek icons in canvas (“doi quadri in tolla alla greca”,
“una madona greca in tolla con soaza dorata piccola”) also belonged to the property of Doge Francesco
Molin, and was inventoried on 30 November 1655 (Levi 1900, p. 15). The nobleman Alessandro da
Mosto, on the other hand, kept six Greek icons of different subjects and styles (“sie quadri senza soaze
greci de più sorte”), listed en masse in an inventory from November 27, 1538 (Hochmann 2005, p. 121).
Similar to this was the case of the nobleman Priamo Malipiero, who had assembled a collection of
various types of icons alla greca, including a triptych with “portelle” (Palumbo Fossati 2004, p. 481).

Icons alla greca also regularly appeared in the property of non-aristocratic Venetian professionals
(cittadini), including lawyers, notaries, doctors, civil servants, and international merchants. Affluent,
educated and socially ambitious, the cittadini had risen to a status of “second nobility”, and their
residences often rivalled those of the patricians (Schmitter 1997, p. 6; Jestaz 2001, pp. 186–87;
Hochmann 2005, p. 120). In addition, wealthy citizens who did not share the connoisseurship of
cultured aristocratic patrons often chose to decorate their dwellings with devotional icons of lower cost
and quality (Cavazzini 2014, p. 89). To mention just a few, “due figure alla greca” were listed in the
house of Giovanni Balarmi, “civis muriani” [sic] on 1 January 1513, and a “Madona grecha” was found
in the residence of Bernardino Redaldi, duchal secretary, on 5 April 1526 (Hochmann 2005, p. 129).

It is noteworthy that, in Venice, as well as in the rest of the Adriatic, icons were not only restricted
to upper-class palaces but were also commonly found in modest dwellings. In fact, one of the major
innovations witnessed in sixteenth-century Venetian society was that art ownership gradually spread
across all social and economic strata, and painting entered in the households of the lower classes, the
popolo, as evidenced by property inventories (Henry 2011, p. 256; Corazza 2017, p. 193). According to

23 The display and uses of icons in Italian and Dalmatian households bear striking similarities with relevant practices
documented in Venetian Candia. See (Constantoudaki 1975, pp. 36–74).
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Isabella Cecchini’s calculations, while the percentage of art-owning patricians and citizens remained
virtually stable and always at high levels during the years 1511–1615, that of craftsmen witnessed a
20% increase, whereas that of labourers was almost doubled, rising from 41% to 81% (Cecchini 2008b,
Table 2). Indeed, inventory data demonstrates that 75% of popolani households contained at least one
art object, mostly paintings of smaller dimensions, and of devotional rather than decorative function
(Corazza 2017, p. 193). Mass-produced Byzantinizing icons perfectly fit this description. For example,
a small icon of Saint Christopher (“uno S. Cristofalo alla greca piccolo depento”) belonged to the grocer
(aromatario) Francesco de Scoperti, as was registered in an inventory from 1528 (Molmenti 1928, p. 480).
In another contemporary residence, that of Zaccaria Franchini, second-hand clothes dealer (strazzarol),
there was a panel of the Madonna “alla greca indorado cum le sue arme suso” (Cecchini 2008a, p. 182).
Lastly, from the inventory of the valuables of the apothecary (spezier) Giovanni Ambrosio Perlasca,
compiled in 1587, we learn that a “madoneta alla greca” decorated the walls of the house’s portego
among other works of art (Corazza 2017, p. 194).

The presence of Greek icons in Venetian households is documented well into the seventeenth and
even eighteenth centuries. To name a few examples: from an inventory drawn on 21 August 1613,
we learn that a Greek icon of the Madonna (“un quadro de nostra donna soazado d’oro alla grecha”)
hangs on the walls of a corridor at Alvise da Ponte’s mansion (Carlton 2015, p. 152n52). In addition,
a Greek icon of the Virgin, which the notary assessed as “old” (“un quadro della Beata Vergine alla
greca vecchio”), was found in the residence of nobleman cavalier Marin da Pesaro on 20 July 1671
(Bellavitis 1975, p. 260). Two more icons (“una Madonina greca con soaza nera d’ebano”, “un quadro
della Madona, pittura greca con soaze antiche dorate”) were part of the collection of Andrea Morosini
in 1674 (Levi 1900, p. 57). Moreover, in 1701, a Greek Madonna on canvas (“un quadro di Madonna in
tolla alla Greca”) decorated the house of Francesco Caffi (Cecchini 2005, p. 163). Several Greek icons of
the Virgin were documented during the course of the century in the residences of Francesco Querini
(“Madona Greca in tavola”), Domenico Cottoni (“effigie di una Madonna, pittura alla greca”, “un
quadretto con l’effiggie della Madonna alla greca con soaza negra e rotta”), and Antonio Giustinian
(“Madona alla Greca in tavola”) (Levi 1900, pp. 154, 184, 192).

However, despite this documented continuity of paintings alla greca in Venetian households,
their records in the notarial sources grew progressively fewer as the centuries advanced. Going back
to Isabella Cecchini’s studies, it appears that the percentage of Greek icons in Venetian households
dropped from 18% at the beginning of the sixteenth century to just 4% in the years 1560–1562, and 1%
in the period 1600–1615 (Cecchini 2008a, p. 187, Tab. 10; Corazza 2017, p. 202). One can only presume
that these numbers kept decreasing in the following decades. While this data should be interpreted
with caution, there are several reasons that would explain such a remarkable drop. Towards the late
sixteenth century, the already outdated maniera greca, fell gradually out of fashion in favor of more
naturalistic pictorial styles, and Greek icon painters started to incorporate increasingly more Western
elements in their works, often creating mass-produced icons in the style of the Venetian mannerists
(Figure 4). Although these works definitely found their ways into the Venetian households, they no
longer bore the features that would allow notaries to detect their Eastern origin and identify them as
alla greca. Another important factor that needs to be considered is the outbreak of the Cretan war in
1645, and the fall of the centers of Chania (1645), Rethymno (1646) and ultimately, Candia (1669), to the
Ottomans, which put a halt in the number of imports of Cretan icons to the Venetian markets.

Apart from the metropolis of Venice, Greek icons became widely popular throughout the whole
Adriatic region, especially in the peripheral territories of the Stato da Màr, but also in regions that
developed under the Venetian sphere of influence. In the Veneto and the Venetian terraferma, Greek
icons were regularly encountered in household inventories. The residence of nobleman Alvise Biasio
Speron in Padova offers an illuminating example, boasting of a considerable number of icons of various
styles and subjects, as evidenced by an inventory compiled on 19 May 1683: an icon of the Virgin
(“un’imagine della B. Vergine dorata alla greca”) decorated the mezzanine room (mezato) of the house,
another gilded canvas with the Madonna and Child with Saints Augustin and Jerome (“quadro greco
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in tela dorato con B. Vergine Bambino s. Agustino e s. Gerolemo”) hung above the door of one of
the chambers, whereas two more icons were located in another chamber, an “old” icon depicting the
Madonna and Child with Saint Lucy (“quadro alla greca B. Vergine Nostro Signore e s. Lucia, vechio
dorato”) and a smaller one with the Coronation of the Virgin (“altro poco più picolo Incoronation della
B. Vergine”) (Sartori 1989, p. 166).

 
Figure 4. The Deposition (Pietà) with Saints Francis of Assisi and Carlo Borromeo, ca. 1620–1630,©
Koper, Pokrajinski Muzej.

A similar picture is painted in the east coast of the Adriatic, although most published archival
sources from the region date from before the late fourteenth century, when the practice of owning
and bequething icons was still not as widely diffused as in the Early Modern period. Zoran Ladić
and Valentina Živković have demonstrated the growing popularity of the veneration and bequest of
artworks in Late Medieval Zadar, Trogir and Kotor; however, the cases they presented make no specific
reference to icons alla greca, thus not permitting us to draw concrete conclusions (Karbić and Ladić 2001,
pp. 180, 217; Ladić 2003, pp. 22–24; Živković 2016, pp. 221–30). More specific stylistic descriptions
survive from later periods: for instance, in the property inventory of nobleman and doctor of law,
Giovanni Casio (Ivan Kašić) from Nin, compiled after his death on 31 January 1699, there is mention of
a small Greek icon (“un imagine della Beata Vergine alla grecha picola”), located in one of the rooms of
his house (Katušić and Majnarić 2011, p. 240). Likewise, on 2 August 1722, a small icon of the Virgin
with Christ (“un detto picolo con pitura alla grecha con l’Imagine della Beata Vergine con un Christo in
mano”) was listed among the artworks included in the dowry of Marietta, daughter of Antonio and
Lucietta Garbellotto from Zadar (Goja 2014, pp. 136, 142). The widespread popularity of Greek icons
in Dalmatia is further highlighted by Alena Fazinić, who claims that on the island of Korčula, there
was no household that did not possess at least one Greek icon (Fazinić 2009, pp. 127, 133). Indeed, in
her publications of the Boschi family archives, Fazinić mentions numerous icons in the Greek style and
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iconography, such as a small painting of Saint Spyridon (“un quadretto di s. Spiridion”), an icon of
the Madonna and Child with a silver crown (“un quadro antico rappresentante Madona col bambino
pittura greca su legno con una piccola corona con lami d’argento sopraposta alla testa della Madonna
con cornice di faggio lucida in nero”), as well as a small oval panel with Saint Simeon (“un quadretto
ovale in legno pittura greca rappresenta S. Simeona”) (Fazinić 1980, pp. 587, 596–97; Fazinić 2009,
116n28, 119n40, 124n47).

It is important to note that the veneration of icons was not only diffused in the Venetian possessions
of the Adriatic, where there was plenty of interaction with Greek- and Slavic-speaking Orthodox
populations; icons were equally popular in the Republic of Ragusa, where the Eastern rite was strictly
prohibited until the eighteenth century. In the State Archives of Dubrovnik, there are numerous records
of Greek icons in probate and dotal inventories, spanning all social and economic classes, as was
the case in Venice. An icon of the Virgin in the Greek style (“una figura de Nostra Dona greca in
clausura picola”), for example, decorated the house of the Ragusan Hieronymo Marini de Dimitrio,
according to an inventory drawn on July 28, 1510 (Kovač 1917, p. 86; Tadić 1952, vol. 2, p. 97). Another
Greek icon (“una figura alla grecha”) was located in the residence of Petar Antulinović, which was
inventoried after his death on 26 April 1518 (DAD, Diversa Cancellariae 108, f. 1r; Tadić 1952, vol. 2,
p. 99). Likewise, an icon made “more greco” was found inside a painted cassone in the house of the
leather-worker (cimator) Andrea Benchi (Benković), as registered in an inventory from 22 May 1518
(DAD, Diversa Cancellariae 108, f. 3r; Tadić 1952, vol. 2, p. 99). According to the inventory of the
estate of Mirussa, wife of Natale Dobrić that was compiled on 11 May 1519, a small icon “alla greca”
was found inside a big chest (cophano), while another Greek icon of the Virgin (“una inchona di nostra
dona indorata alla greca”) hung in one of the house’s rooms (DAD, Diversa Cancellariae 108, ff. 15r,
16r; Fisković 1959, pp. 85–86n18). A mention of a small Greek icon (“una incona pizola indorata
greghescha”) is also found in an inventory from 23 January 1520 (Fisković 1959, pp. 85–86n18. Lastly,
on 5 May 1528, a “Madonna de pinctura greca” was listed in the property of Nicoletta, daughter of
Antonio Bolegnini (Tadić 1952, vol. 2, p. 143).

3.2. “Alla Greca” in the West, “Alla Latina” in the East: The Many Styles of Greek Icons

In Late Medieval and Early Modern archival sources, devotional images are usually described
by a wide range of generic terms, including ic(h)ona (and the alternative spellings anc(h)ona, ycona,
cona), denoting any kind of portable devotional panel or altarpiece; quadro, a term used to describe a
broad range of artworks of various subject matter; tavola, which stands for a wooden panel; and, after
the seventeenth century, tela or teller, signifying a painting on canvas, usually made in the Western
style. Since all of these obscure terms may refer to any kind of religious painting without specification
of its style and provenance, more precise terminology was required to discern Byzantinizing icons
from their Western counterparts. In all the previously cited cases, the Eastern origin and Byzantine
technique of the inventoried icons was explicitly noted through the use of terms highlighting their
“Greekness”, such as alla greca, more greco, greghescha or pittura greca. Some few documents even make
more specific assessments: for example, a “quadro candioto picolo” was listed in Bernardino Redaldi’s
inventory in 1526, and a “quadro a la candiota” was mentioned in another Venetian inventory from
1541 (Hochmann 2005, pp. 118n21, 129). Though, undeniably, the best part of the icons that reached
the Adriatic markets was imported from the workshops of Candia, it might be safer to assume that
classifications such as alla candiota or alla greca rather implied the style and technique of the icons and
not necessarily their actual provenance.

But what does the term alla greca precisely refer to? On an initial level, one might easily assume
that an icon painted in the “Greek” style was one conforming to the rules of the Byzantine pictorial
tradition, as it was preserved in the iconographic centers of the Balkans and the Eastern Mediterranean.
More specifically, in order to be classified as “Greek” even by an Early Modern notary inexperienced in
matters of art, an icon should observe certain stylistic and iconographic conventions, such as the use of
egg tempera on a gold-ground panel, the adherence to an austere two-dimensionality, the stylized
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modelling of the faces and the linear articulation of the draperies. Based on such criteria, the author
of the 1498 inventory of Paolo Morosini was able to distinguish between an old “Greek” icon and a
painting “a la moderna” (Kasl 2004, p. 63).

That being said, in the culturally diverse milieu of the Venice and the Eastern Mediterranean,
aesthetic definitions were not always clear or straightforward. In particular, in territories that remained
long under Latin rule, as were Rhodes, Cyprus, the Ionian Islands, and especially, Venetian Crete,
icon painters had grown highly familiar with Western art, and had adapted their painting style and
techniques to better respond to the demands of their Catholic clientele.24 An extraordinary case study
from Venetian Candia might help shed some light on this stylistic bilingualism of Cretan artists: on 4
July 1499, the dealers Giorgio Basejo from Venice and Petro Varsamà from Morea signed a series of
contracts with three icon painters, named Michael Fokas (Migiel Fuca), Nikolaos Gripiotis (Nicolò
Gripioti) and Georgios Miçoconstantin, commissioning them to deliver seven hundred icons of the
Virgin within a period of forty-five days (Cattapan 1972, pp. 211–15; Lymberopoulou 2007, pp. 188–89).
The painters were provided specific instructions on the preferred style of the commissioned icons, out of
which two hundred were to be executed in the “Greek” manner (“in forma greca”), while the remaining
five hundred would be painted in the Italian fashion (“tuto in forma a la latina”). Therefore, in this
case, the distinction between the Eastern Orthodox and Western painting techniques is clearly noted:
the term “in forma greca” corresponded to the strict Byzantinizing tradition (Figure 5a), while the
definition “alla latina” indicated that the icons would be executed in a hybrid Italianate style (Figures 5b,
6 and 7), based on the combination of Byzantine elements with Late Gothic or Renaissance influences.

  
(a) (b) 

Figure 5. (a) The Virgin Hodegetria, 16th century, Venice, Istituto Ellenico di Studi Bizantini e Postbizantini
(image in the public domain); (b) Nikolaos Tzafoures, Madre della Consolazione with Saint Francis of
Assisi, Athens, Byzantine and Christian Museum (image in the public domain).

24 For the presence of Italian artists in Venetian Candia see (Constantoudaki 2018, pp. 30–58).

213



Religions 2019, 10, 390

 
Figure 6. Circle of Nikolaos Tzafoures, Madre della Consolazione, Hvar, Biskupski Muzej (provenance:
Church of the Annunciation of the Virgin)© Živko Bačić.

 
Figure 7. Ioannes Permeniates (attr.), Madonna and Child, San Marino, Museo di Stato (photograph by
the author).

From the above, it appears that the identification of the different styles of icon painting depended
heavily on the cultural background of the viewers and their levels of familiarity with the Byzantine
tradition. What would classify as “Latin” for a Greek Orthodox viewer might be easily seen as
“Greek” by an Italian or Dalmatian, who was used to viewing paintings in the naturalistic style of
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the Renaissance and Baroque. Therefore, we can presume that a good part of all these icons alla
greca mentioned in the archival sources were actually painted in the Westernizing style that was
then becoming popular in Latin-ruled Greek lands. After all, the bulk of the icons ordered in the
aforementioned massive commission were intended to be “a la latina”, and were probably destined for
Western markets, a hypothesis which is also confirmed by the plethora of Italianate icons in museums
and private collections throughout the Adriatic (Figures 6, 7, 9a, 17, 19, 20).

On the other hand, it is possible to assume that, due to their stylistic ambiguity, these hybrid icons
of Greek manufacture were not always successfully identified in the sources, and were easily mistaken
for works of the Italian trecento or quattrocento (Figure 8). While notaries were seemingly up to date on
the aesthetic tendecies of their time, and able to distinguish between different painting styles, such as
Italian, Greek or Flemish. However, their assessments should still be read with caution. After all, even
in modern-day museum or auction catalogues, Greek icons are often mistaken for works of Italian
or Dalmatian provenance, especially if they feature pronounced Western influences. Although it is
difficult to know for sure, it seems highly likely that some of the ancient gilded Madonnas (all’antica,
indorata) that are so often cited in the inventories might as well have been of Greek provenance.

 
Figure 8. Permeniates (attr.), Madonna and Child with the Infant Saint John and Saints Sebastian and Roch,
private collection (image in the public domain).

The identification of Greek icons becomes even harder, as icon painters were not only adopting
Western stylistic elements but also replicating Western iconographic themes. The practice of reproducing
popular iconographic prototypes lay at the core of icon painting, and Greek workshops systematically
copied works of famous Italian masters, thus popularizing them for a mass public. Widely popular
among Greek painters were the works of Giovanni Bellini and his circle: in its most concise compositional
variation, Bellini’s Madonna and Child with Saints from the Städel Museum in Frankfurt, a type already
proliferated within the master’s workshop (Heinemann 1963, pp. 239, 277, 279; Golden 2004, pp. 91–127),
served as a model for an icon at the Franciscan Monastery of Hvar (Voulgaropoulou 2014, p. 758)
(Figure 9a–c); even more popular was Bellini’s Pietà, now at the Gemäldegalerie in Berlin (Heinemann
1963, p. 116, Fig. 85, n. 168; Belting 1985, p. 71, Fig. 32; Bock and Grosshans 1996, n. 1781), replicated
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in numerous copies in Rijeka, San Marino, Saint Petersburg, Berlin, Athens, Geneva, and in private
collections (Ricci 1901, p. 131; Gamulin 1984, pp. 147–50; Piatnitsky 1993, p. 89; Pasini 2000, pp. 132–34;
Kakavas 2003, p. 305; Frigerio Zeniou and Lazović 2006, Tab. 44–45; Voulgaropoulou 2007, pp. 216–19;
Voulgaropoulou 2014, pp. 633, 667) (Figure 10a,b).

 
(a) (b) (c) 

Figure 9. (a) Madonna and Child after Giovanni Bellini, Hvar, Franciscan Monastery of Our Lady of Mercy
(Zbirka Umjetnina Franjevačkog Samostana Gospe od Milosti) © Živko Bačić; (b) Giovanni Bellini,
Madonna and Child with Saints John and Anne, Berlin, Gemäldegalerie (image in the public domain);
(c) Giovanni Bellini, Madonna and Child with the Infant Saint John, Indianapolis, Indianapolis Museum of
Art (image in the public domain).

 
(a) (b) 

Figure 10. (a) Pietà after Giovanni Bellini, San Marino, Museo di Stato (taken from Pasini 2000, Fig. 57);
(b) Giovanni Bellini, Pietà, ca. 1495, Berlin, Gemäldegalerie (image in the public domain).

In his inventory of the paintings preserved at the convent of Saint Nicholas in Zadar, the Venetian
painter, Giovanni Battista Pitteri, identified several icons alla greca that were modelled after Italian
prototypes, among which were an Ecce Homo and an icon of the Virgin (Brunelli 1913, p. 393). It should
be noted that while the Greek icons from Pitteri’s list were obviously cheaper than their Italian originals,
still they were considered more valuable than other devotional images of Italian manufacture contained
in the same inventory. In particular, the icons marked “alla greca” were estimated from 50 to 120
lire, whereas those “all’italiana” were only priced from 16 to 30 lire. What is more, when the painter
Agustin Crivellari was asked to evaluate the paintings included in the dowry of Marieta Garbelloto,
he appraised the only Greek icon on the list for 44 lire, a price much higher than all the other Italian
images in the collection (Goja 2014, p. 142). Likewise, in the inventory of Pietro Gritti, compiled in 1557,
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a Greek Madonna was estimated at 6 ducats, second only to a painting of the Judgement of Solomon
that cost 15, when all the other artworks in the collection had significantly lower prices (Brown 2004, p.
86; Hochmann 2005, p. 118). The same value of 6 ducats was also ascribed to another Greek Madonna
in the 1553 inventory of Andrea Grimani, making it the most expensive artwork among his possessions
(Hochmann 2005, p. 118).

As prices of paintings in Candia and other Mediterranean centers were substantially lower than
those in Venice (Panagiotakes 2009, vol. 7, pp. 31–32; Corazza 2017, p. 163), Greek icons offered an
affordable solution to collectors with a wide range of budgets, while retaining a relatively high level
of quality in comparison to mass-produced images of Italian or Dalmatian workshops. When the
painters Fokas, Gripiotis and Miçoconstantin were commissioned to manufacture seven hundred icons,
they were asked to design them in three different sizes, which corresponded to three different prices.
A month earlier, the same painter, Fokas, had employed the woodcarver Giorgio Sclavo to cut for him
a thousand wooden panels, again in three different sizes and prices (Cattapan 1972, pp. 211–15). It was
precisely the varying cost of Greek icons, combined with their mass manufacture, that contributed the
most to their wide popularity, making them affordable even to modest households, as opposed to only
to the upper and educated classes. The prices of Greek icons were the most likely to increase with time,
given their actual or claimed antiquity, or their asserted miraculous and spiritual properties.

3.3. A World of Homely Madonnas and More: The Subjects of Greek Icons

From the examples presented in the previous sections, it becomes evident that icons intended
for private use demonstrate a very limited range of subject matter. By far the most popular subjects
of domestic devotional imagery were depictions of the Virgin Mary with the Christ Child. Every
art-owning household contained at least one image of “Nostra Donna”, and even in the humblest
dwellings, where there was only one recorded painting, it would most probably be an icon of the Virgin.
Although inventory entries do not offer specific iconographic descriptions, we can get a sense of the
most popular types that were venerated in Italian and Dalmatian houses by looking into the icons
preserved today in museums and private collections around the Adriatic. In the surviving samples,
the Virgin is portrayed in a variety of iconographic types established in the Greek-Orthodox tradition,
such as the Hodegetria (Figure 5a), the Galaktotrophousa (Figure 15), the Eleousa or Glykophilousa (Figure
16b), the Madonna of Passion (Figure 18), and the Virgin Threnousa.25 More popular among the Catholics,
however, was the composite type of the so-called Madre della Consolazione (Virgin of Consolation),
which was invented in fifteenth-century Crete in order to respond to the aesthetic preferences of the
local Catholic and Latin-oriented clientele (Figures 5b, 6, 7, 17, 19). By emulating Venetian models
of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, while retaining the morphological features of a Byzantine
icon, this hybrid type appealed more to the taste of a Western audience than icons of an austere, purely
Byzantine style, and was largely diffused in the Adriatic markets. We can safely assume that the five
hundred icons “in forma a la latina”, that were commissioned in the above-mentioned 1499 contracts,
belonged to this hybrid iconographic type.

It appears, therefore, that the increasing demand for religious icons in the West had a profound
impact on the art of icon painting itself, which was required, in turn, to adapt to the needs of its Latin
clientele in terms of both form and content. Apart from images of the Madre della Consolazione, highly
diffused in domestic interiors were hybrid iconographic subjects relating to the Passion of Christ, such
as the Man of Sorrows, the Pietà or Christ carrying the Cross, themes once again borrowed from the
Western iconographic tradition (Figures 10 and 11). From the mid-fifteenth century onwards, when the
artistic exchanges with the West became more intensive, the iconographic repertoire of Greek icon
painters was further enriched with a long list of saints worshipped in the Catholic Church. Devotional
icons often featured saints that were invoked for particular purposes, bearing various attributes and

25 For icons in the collections of the broad Adriatic region see (Voulgaropoulou 2014).
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powers, and depicted either alone or accompanying the Madonna and Child, often in portable triptychs
and polyptychs. For instance, very common in devotional imagery were representations of Saints
Sebastian and Roch, healing saints and protectors from the plague and other contagious diseases that
regularly infested the Adriatic ports (Figure 8). Icons depicting the Doctors of the Catholic Church,
usually Saints Augustin and Jerome, were also popular, presumably among learned scholars and
theologians. Female saints were also frequently represented in Greek devotional icons, with the most
popular among them being Saint Catherine, followed by Saint Lucy, Agnes and Magdalen. Among the
saints of the Orthodox Church that appeared in Catholic households, the most popular were Saints
Nicholas and Spyridon, whose cults were widely diffused in the maritime societies of the Adriatic.

 
Figure 11. Donatos Bitzamanos, Triptych with Scenes of the Passion of Christ (recto and verso), painted in
Otranto, San Marino, Museo di Stato (taken from Pasini 2000, Fig. 58).

3.4. The Display and Functions of Icons in the Domestic Space

The preference for such subject matter is directly linked to the function of devotional images in
the domestic space, which was mainly to serve the needs of everyday individual piety. Most of these
portable objects have been long removed from their original domestic contexts, posing critical obstacles
to our understanding of their devotional roles and their place in the religious experiences of devout
Catholics. Once again, information drawn from archival records, combined with insights from literary
sources, in addition to painted illustrations, help us reconstruct a fairly accurate picture of the varied
uses of Greek icons and their display within the Catholic household.

The devotional roles ascribed to paintings for private devotion were crystallized during the Late
Middle Ages, and remained essentially unchanged through the Early Modern period, when they
found their ideal representation in icons of Eastern provenance. Icons of saints were placed around
the household in order to offer divine protection from harm and sickness, assistance to everyday
challenges, while also serving as instruments of catechism and paradigms of virtue. More precisely,
icons of the Virgin were invoked to provide fertility for the married couple, assistance to women in
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childbed, as well as comfort to the ill and dying. In his diaries (ricordi), the fifteenth-century Florentine
merchant, Giovanni di Pagolo Morelli, describes how his dying son Alberto found consolation by
praying before a tavola of the Madonna on his deathbed (Trexler 1980, p. 173; Gavitt 1990, p. 294;
Romano 1993, p. 720n33l). Young mothers were expected to model their behavior after the Virgin
Mary, whereas children were encouraged to imitate the Infant Saint John the Baptist or virgin Saints.26

On the other hand, images of the Passion were designed to inspire penance, prayer, meditation, and
compassion (compassio). By depicting the holy figures half-length (a mezza figura), icons accentuated the
most expressive features of the human body, i.e., the face and the hands, thus achieving the emotional
engagement of the believer, and enhancing their experience of worship. Further in his narration, the
above-mentioned Giovanni Morelli colorfully illustrates how he used to pray before the painted image
of the Crucifix, privately in his chamber, kneeling barefoot in his nightgown; at the end of this ritual,
he would kiss the three figures of the Crucified Christ, the Virgin Mary and Saint John, and make the
sign of the cross (Trexler 1980, pp. 159–86; Webb 2005, p. 35).

In Morelli’s account, this “domestic ceremonialization”, to borrow Richard Trexler’s terminology,
took place within the most private and secluded space of the home, the bedchamber, where the devout
would retire in solitude to pray. Indeed, since the Middle Ages, the veneration of icons had usually
taken place in the bedchamber (camera), making it the principal locus for informal religious practices.
As early as the thirteenth century, Tommaso da Celano (1200–1265) noted the presence of small rooms
(camerulae or secreta cubicula) in the residences of the Roman nobility, where the devout would pray
before a devotional panel (icona or imago) (Schmidt 2005, p. 93). Likewise, in thirteenth-century
Florence, the Blessed Umiliana de Cerchi (1219–1246) had converted her bedchamber into a cell, so that
she could pray before a portable icon of the Virgin (Maginnis 2001, pp. 13–20; Webb 2005, pp. 32–34;
Schmidt 2005, p. 95). These early accounts match later testimonies, such as the one of Giambattista
Armenini, who came across Greek icons in “secret rooms” (“camere secrete”) at the palaces he visited,
underscoring the connection of icons with private domestic spaces, and thus illustrating the continuity
of devotional practices from the Late Medieval through the Early Modern period.

Notarial acts, memoirs and inventories, such as the ones discussed in the previous sections,
confirm the preponderance of Greek icons in private rooms and bedchambers of Catholic households.27

To cite yet another example, from the property inventory of the silk-spinner (filatore) Mafeo de Calvis,
drawn up in Venetian-ruled Bergamo on 14 September 1540, we learn that a panel of a “Madonna
alla Greca” was kept in the owner’s master bedroom (camera grande) (Roncalli 1945, p. 335). The
same picture is observed even in the houses of cultured and entirely conscious collectors of icons: the
majority of the Byzantine icons in Lorenzo de’ Medici’s palace, for instance, were found in his private
study (scrittoio) and in his bedchamber (camera), while one of the least costly ones was kept in the
chamber of Piero de’ Medici for private use (Fusco and Corti 2006, p. 110; Duits 2013, pp. 175–77).

Paintings containing illustrations of Medieval and Early Modern interiors offer an additional
representation of the uses of devotional images as visual supports for prayer in the domestic space:
particularly valuable in our research are Altichiero da Zevio’s Dream Of King Ramirez, the scene of
The Prayer of Saint Henry of Hungary from the predella of an altarpiece in the church of San Martino
a Mensola, the predella of Francesco Francia’s Coronation of the Virgin in the church of San Frediano
in Lucca, and especially, the episodes of the Return of the Ambassadors and the Saint’s Dream from by
Vittore Carpaccio’s Legend of Saint Ursula (Figure 12), to name some examples (Goffen 1975, p. 512;
Romano 1993, p. 720; Belting 1994, p. 42; Kasl 2004, pp. 66–68; Schmidt 2005, pp. 93–94, Fig. 52;

26 In his Regola Del Governo Di Cura Familiare, Giovanni Dominici went as far as to encourage children to worship icons
in private, sometimes even by engaging in ritualistic practices that involved dressing up like priests, and playing Mass
around toy altars in imitation of what occurred publicly at church. (Dominici 1860, pp. 132–33). For Giovanni Dominici’s
pedagogical views see also (Battista 2002, pp. 126–38; Webb 2005, pp. 34–35; Morse 2006, pp. 170, 307, 313–14n135; Kolpacoff
Deane 2013, p. 69; Drandaki 2014, pp. 45–46).

27 It is far from surprising that icons were also found in private chambers in the households of Greek migrants in Venice.
(Vlassi 2008, pp. 96–97).
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Corry et al. 2017). These paintings reveal how the religious icon hung above the bed or was placed on
a domestic altar, often covered by a curtain (cortina), lit by a candle (candelier) or lamp (cesendello), and
accompanied by other devotional accessories, such as Crucifixes, rosaries, incense burners and holy
water stoups (situla).

 
Figure 12. Vittore Carpaccio, The Dream of Saint Ursula, ca. 1495, Venice, Gallerie dell’Accademia
(image in the public domain).

Archival evidence confirms the accuracy of these artistic impressions. In 1533, for instance, the
Venetian Nicolò Zorzi kept a Greek icon of the Virgin in his private chamber, behind a protective curtain
(“quadro uno greco de Nostra Dona d’oro con fornimento d’oro con ferro e cortina”) (Hochmann 2005,
p. 129). In 1538, an icon of the Virgin with its gilded candleholder (“uno quadro de Nostra Donna
alla greca con suo candelier dorado”) was recorded in one of the bedchambers at the residence of the
Venetian noblewoman and former courtesan, Elisabetta Condulmer, accompanied by an image of the
Shroud (Hochmann 2005, p. 130; Schmitter 2011, p. 729n120). Similarly, from the 1535 inventory of the
artworks preserved at the palace of the Venetian nobleman Nicolò Salomon, we learn that an icon “alla
greca”, together with three more paintings of the Virgin and a small image of the Dead Christ were
all placed next to a small metal basin for holy water and a bronze bell (Morse 2007, p. 166). At the
residence of the Da Lezze family, always in Venice, an icon of the Virgin “alla greca” was located in the
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master bedroom, while in the adjacent study, there was a small altar with a wooden Crucifix and a
painting of the Three Magi (Brown 2004, p. 79).

It is, therefore, evident that the domestic space was often appropriately customized in order to
host the devotional icon, which stood at the center of domestic worship, emulating, in all aspects, the
public setting of the church (Webb 2005, p. 32; Morse 2007, pp. 165–66). A remarkable case illustrating
this merging of private and public devotion was that of the Venetian nobleman, Daniele Dolfin, who
had a small chapel (giesiola) built in his palace to house a Greek icon of the Virgin (“una madonna
maniera Greca”), as evidenced from a 1681 inventory (Levi 1900, p. 71). As may be expected, such
domestic altars and chapels were not consecrated for public celebrations but were only used for private
devotion; however, this still required special permission from the Venetian Church (Cecchini 2000,
p. 42; Kasl 2004, pp. 68–70; Mattox 2006, pp. 658–73; Corry et al. 2017, p. 11).

The placement of icons in the private apartments of a household clearly reflects the emphasis
placed upon their spiritual and devotional function, as well as their appreciation as rare and valuable
objects. That being said, we need to keep in mind that, contrary to Florence, in Venice and its colonies,
the bedchamber was not an exclusively private space, and often functioned as a semi-private reception
hall or sitting room. Moreover, while in Florence or other Italian artistic centers, devotional images
were almost exlcusively restricted to private domestic spaces, in Venice and the rest of the Adriatic,
they were quite omnipresent throughout the household and were even displayed in the most public
shared areas of the house. For example, an “old” Greek icon of the Last Supper (“una cena del nostro
Signor, in tolla pittura greca antica”) decorated the staff dining room (tinello) at the residence of the
Venetian Angelo Bozza, as mentioned in a document from 27 May 1680 (Levi 1900, p. 65). Plenty of
icons alla greca were also documented in the main reception areas of Adriatic houses, mainly in the
portego, the central entry and entertainment hall of upper-class palaces, which was usually decorated
with diverse objects, maps, secular portraits or large paintings of historical, allegorical or mythological
themes in the Italian or Flemish fashion (Morse 2013, pp. 91, 95–96; Carlton 2015, p. 152).28

Indeed, Greek icons were among the most common types of religious paintings decorating the
walls of Venetian porteghi and were often paired with other works of a religious or profane subject
matter, sometimes even with erotic paintings and nudes. A large gilded icon of the Madonna and Child
with a candlestick, pictured in Giovanni Mansueti’s Miraculous Healing of the Daughter of Benvegnudo
of San Polo (Figure 13), offers a visual representation of the display of icons in Venetian interiors, in
support of what is inferred from the archival sources. A 1545 inventory reveals that a Greek Maestà
hung on the walls of the portego at the residence of Hieronimo Zono in Venice, together with a Last
Supper and a Flemish painting with bathing nudes (Hochmann 2005, p. 119). Another inventory,
documenting the valuables of the miniaturist Gasparo Segizzi (or Segezi) after his death in 1576,
reports that “an ancient Greek Madonna” was displayed in one of the reception areas of his estate
together with a female nude, portraits of Roman emperors and an image of an old map; two other
old Madonnas, possibly also of Greek origin, hung in the adjacent portego near the owner’s portrait
(Palumbo Fossati 1984, pp. 144–49; Kasl 2004, p. 64; Carlton 2015, pp. 152–53). In a period that saw the
rise of collectionism, it is not surprising that certain icons of higher artistic quality were also valued as
works of art, as is manifested by the inclusion of icons painted alla greca in the first private collections
established in Venice during the seventeenth century (Savini Branca 1964, pp. 120, 149, 160).

28 For the Venetian quadro da portego see (Schmitter 2011, pp. 693–751).
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Figure 13. Giovanni Mansueti, The Miraculous Healing of the Daughter of Benvegnudo of San Polo, ca. 1505,
Venice, Gallerie dell’Accademia (image in the public domain).

A quite different arrangement to those of the ones mentioned above was encountered at the palace
of Girolamo Foscarini. There, Greek icons of the Virgin were paired with a paper illustration of the
Siege of Candia with the coats of arms of the Foscarini family (“Madonne dipinte alla greca ed un
quadro col desegno in carta dell’assedio di Candia da parte dei turchi coll’arma Foscarini”), and other
items referring to the war of Crete (Levi 1900, LXVlll). Given that the residence was inventoried in
1679, only ten years after the fall of Candia to the Ottomans, the association of Greek icons, presumably
from Candia, with other objects relating to the Cretan war was surely intended to allude to the military
accomplishments of the Foscarini family, and especially, to pay tribute to the owner’s namesake,
Girolamo Foscarini, who had served as Provveditore Generale in Dalmatia and Capitano Generale da
Màr during the Siege of Candia. It is possible to conclude, therefore, that apart from their devotional
and aesthetic roles, Greek icons, especially those stemming from Venetian territories contested by the
Ottomans, were also valued in the domestic space as historical tokens or miraculous guardians during
periods of geopolitical unrest. Indeed, the practice of commissioning Greek icons was particularly
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popular with Venetian or Dalmatian noblemen that had participated in the Ottoman–Venetian wars,
and it was intended that the images as protective talismans in the battlefield or tokens of gratitude for
their survival and success, customs that were widely diffused in the Eastern Orthodox world.29 Such
icons were privately venerated in domestic settings, as was the case with the Foscarini Madonnas or
similar works kept in private collections; however, a large proportion of them was commonly donated
to churches and monasteries, thus becoming part of public devotion.

3.5. From the House Tabernacle to the Church Altar: Icons of Domestic Devotion in the Public Space

The veneration of religious icons often exceeded the boundaries of domestic life and entered the
sphere of public collective piety (Figures 14–20). As we have already seen, a large number of the
sources documenting the presence of icons in Catholic households were actually probate inventories,
dowries and last wills, recording the donation of icons to private individuals or public institutions.
During the course of the Early Modern period, the practice of bequeathing devotional icons on the
deathbed became increasingly common in the Catholic milieus of both Adriatic coasts (Romano 1993,
pp. 713, 718–20; Belting 1994, pp. 230–33; Janeković 1996, pp. 25–34; Cecchini 2000, p. 86; Sivrić 2002,
pp. 73–77, 107; Vlassi 2008, pp. 83–117; Ladić 2012, p. 306; Živković 2016, pp. 221–30). Although rarely
mentioned before the mid-fourteenth century, paintings started to be included in the wills of Italian
and Dalmatian testators from the late fifteenth century onwards, together with monetary legacies,
bequests of land, garments, food, and liturgical objects (Ladić 2003, pp. 22–23; Ladić 2012, pp. 304–06).

 

Figure 14. Icons from private collections and churches of the Boka Kotorska, Kotor, Cathedral of Saint Tryphon
(Katedrala Svetog Tripuna) (photograph by the author).

Icons were usually bequeathed to close relatives, friends, as well as to faithful servants, young
unmarried girls or the poor, with the request that they pray and mediate for the souls of the deceased.
For instance, in 1525, Nicola de Saracha from Dubrovnik left to his cousin, Frana, the icons of the
Virgin and Saint Ephrem “out of love” (“per amore”), as he explicitly mentioned in his will (Tadić 1952,
vol. 2, pp. 142–43). In a similar vein, the Venetian ambassador to England, Girolamo Lando left in

29 See (Voulgaropoulou 2014, pp. 123–25, 647).
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his 1656 will, three Greek icons to his sons, Antonio and Giovanni (“una madona alla greca”, “un
quadro de Madonna in tolla alla greca dorado”, “un quadro alla greca nominato la pietà”) (Levi 1900,
p. 24). Likewise, in a will that was drawn up on the Dalmatian island of Korčula in 1779, the nobleman
Angelo Boschi left, to his brother Gasparo, an icon of the Virgin “di pittura greca”, which was, in turn,
bequeathed to him by his grandmother, Brigita Albertini (Fazinić 1980, p. 587).

Apart from bequeathing icons on a personal level, a common practice among Catholics was to
donate or bequeath religious paintings to churches and other ecclesiastical institutions, often located
in the places of their origin. As in the case of bequests to private individuals, icons were donated
to churches with the request that the donor’s name be commemorated in Mass, thereby ensuring
the eternal salvation of their soul and the souls of their ancestors (pro remedio animae). Because of
their spiritual properties, icons alla greca were particularly suited for pious acts compared with other
art objects in the possession of Catholic families. Quite revealing is the case of Vittoria, widow of
Pavao Grgurov, a Bosnian merchant living in Venice, who specifically requested in her will that all
the paintings in her property be sold with the sole exception of a “Madonna Greca”, which would be
donated instead to the church of San Giobbe (Čoralić 2002, pp. 50, 55n65).

In the public archives of various Adriatic countries, one occasionally comes across similar records
of donations and bequests of Greek icons to churches and monasteries, signed by testators from a wide
range of socio-economic backgrounds. In 1507, for example, the milliner (baretarius) Juraj (Georgius)
Gojković drafted his last will and testament, bequeathing a Greek icon of the Virgin (“una figura
mia alla greca, la imagine de sancta Maria”) to the church of Saint Luke in Dubrovnik, seat of the
confraternity of the oil merchants (oleari) (Tadić 1952, vol. 2, p. 33). In a similar fashion, towards
the end of the seventeenth century, the bishop of Makarska, Nikola Bijanković, donated his rich
collection of icons to the town cathedral and to other nearby churches (Demori Staničić 2012, p. 171;
Voulgaropoulou 2014, pp. 130, 506–8, 776; Demori Staničić 2017, pp. 319–20). In this group of icons,
there was a Virgin Galaktotrophousa (Figure 15), which was given to Bijanković in 1707 by Meletios
Typaldos, Greek Metropolitan of Philadelphia in Venice (. Farlati 1769, p. 202; Tomasović 2013, p. 31;
Voulgaropoulou 2014, p. 508). Among the most renowned donors of Greek icons, we can also mention
the Venetian painter Gentile Bellini, who, in 1506, bequeathed a mosaic icon—probably acquired
during his visit to Constantinople—to the Scuola di San Marco (Duits 2013, p. 170).

The practice of bequeathing and donating icons to churches was particularly diffused among
noblemen or wealthy commoners who wished to leave their mark on the public space in order to
enhance their prestige within the local communities, and at the same time, obtain spiritual benefits. In
Venice alone, Alberto Rizzi counted ninety-two Greek icons throughout the city churches, many of
which came directly from donations of prominent patrician families, such as the Corner, Foscolo, Pisani,
Morosini, Venier, Barbaro, Pizamano and Meseri (Rizzi 1972, pp. 250–72, 253n9). Icons originating
from bequests and individual donations retained much of their private devotional character in the
public space, and were often placed on their owners’ tombs or in churches, chapels and altars over
which their donors possessed rights of patronage (jus patronato) or which they helped establish. These
religious edifices usually had a purely devotional and secular rather than liturgical function, serving as
an extension of the domestic space.

According to a dedicatory inscription in the Franciscan monastery of Saint Euphemia on the
island of Rab, the Venetian merchant and printer Andrea Cimalarca bequeathed an icon of the Virgin
Glykophilousa (Figure 16) to his sister Maria with the order to have it installed on the altar of his funerary
chapel that he built in 1506 in the monastery church of Saint Bernardine (Domijan 2007, pp. 221–23;
Voulgaropoulou 2014, pp. 490–91, 665). Objects of private and, at the same time, public devotion were
also an icon of the Madre della Consolazione, work of the Cretan painter Emmanuel Tzanes, which
decorated the chapel of the Duboković-Šprung family in the town of Jelsa on the Dalmatian island of
Hvar (Demori Staničić 1990, pp. 139–40; Demori Staničić 2012, vol. 2, pp. 264–65; Voulgaropoulou
2014, pp. 522, 766; Demori Staničić 2017, pp. 359–60), as well as an eighteenth-century icon of the
Madonna Hodegetria that was venerated in the chapel of the Butafogo family of merchants (crkva Svete
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Marije al Prato dei Butafogo) on the island of Cres (Fillini and Tomaz 1988; Demori Staničić 2012, vol.
2, p. 281; Voulgaropoulou 2014, pp. 492–93, 653; Demori Staničić 2017, p. 367).

 

Figure 15. The Virgin Galaktotrophousa (Madonna of the Rosary), Makarska, Co-Cathedral of Saint Mark
(Konkatedrala Svetog Marka) (taken from Tomasović 2013, p. 31).

  
(a) (b) 

Figure 16. (a,b) The icon of the Virgin Galaktotrophousa in the funerary chapel of Andrea Cimalarca, Rab,
Monastery of Saint Euphemia, Church of Saint Bernardine (Franjevacki Samostan Svete Eufemije u
Kamporu, Crkva Svetog Bernardina) (taken from Domijan 2007, pp. 221–22).
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The bequest and donation of icons to funerary and family chapels or other types of private and
semi-public places of worship was largely linked to their spiritual protective properties, guaranteed
not only in the domestic space but also in the afterlife, and often manifested in the form of miracles. In
fact, a large number of icons publicly venerated in chapels and churches made their way into the public
domain after manifesting miraculous healing powers. According to Susan Merriam, “miracle-working
icons proved especially useful to the Church in the aftermath of the Reformation, as they offered
divine proof in support of the cult of images” (Merriam 2009, p. 204). At the beginning of this study,
we mentioned the case of “Our Lady of Tears” from Longiano, an icon of domestic devotion, which
became the center of a popular public cult after allegedly exhibiting miraculous properties. As striking
as it sounds, the case of Longiano was hardly an isolated occurrence, as legends of wonder-working
icons were extremely widespread in the entire Adriatic region, often triggering the initiation of public
cults and even the establishment of religious institutions.

A similar example to that of Longiano comes from Venice, and revolves around a “devout
image of old Greek art” (“una divota imagine di greca antica pittura”) kept at the house of a certain
Agostino around the year 1497 (Corner 1749, pp. 369–78; Corner 1761, p. 515; Concina 1998, p. 529;
Walberg 2004, pp. 261–69). According to Flaminio Corner, Agostino had long undervalued the icon
in question, which hung neglected in a dark corner of his house. Then, suddenly, one day, Agostino
heard a “miraculous voice” reproaching him for his lack of respect towards the icon and ordering him
to place it somewhere where it would receive its due veneration. Obeying the celestial command, the
devout Agostino took the icon from his house, and in a solemn procession, transported it to the nearby
Oratorio di San Vincenzo, which was subsequently dedicated to the Virgin in honor of the miraculous
icon. News of the miracle-working icon soon reached another pious Venetian, the nobleman Alvise
Malipiero, who decided to finance the construction of a new church in place of the old oratory and
have it dedicated to Santa Maria Maggiore.30

Another illustrative case, ideally manifesting the blending of private and public religiosity, was
that of a streetside icon of the Virgin, which belonged to the Venetian family of merchants, the Amadi,
and was affixed on the external wall of their residence or of the nearby Ca’ Dolce, facing a public street
(Corner 1749, pp. 218–23; Corner 1761, pp. 89–92; Apollonio 1880, pp. 7–23; Boni 1887, p. 249n1;
Tassini 1915, p. 234; Rizzi 1972, p. 279). Lore has it that the icon, a work of inferior artistic quality,
suddenly started to perform miracles and became the object of public veneration. Acknowledging
the importance of the icon for public piety, the Amadi relocated it on a small wooden altar near the
ponte della Fava, but soon requested that a more suitable place be built for its veneration. Only three
months later, on 10 November 1480, after verifying the miracles attributed to the image, the Venetian
Patriarch, Maffeo Gerardo, granted the Amadi family and other patricians the permission to build
an oratory to honor and protect the prodigious icon. The oratory was dedicated to Santa Maria della
Consolazione, after the iconographic type of the icon, but was commonly referred to as Santa Maria
della Fava from the nearby eponymous bridge.31 Amadi and his descendants were assigned as lifetime
custodians of the church, an honor otherwise restricted to noblemen.32 It is noteworthy that, in the
same year, the Amadi family was involved in yet another legend regarding a different miraculous icon
in their property—this time an image in the Late Gothic style, work of a certain maestro Nicolò—whose

30 The same story with slightly differering details is reproduced by Helen Deborah Walberg. (Walberg 2004, pp. 261–69).
31 The idea to place the icon in a church was first revealed by divine inspiration to the wife of Francesco, head of the Amadi

household, as evidened in the copy of an annotation in the Annali Guarnieri-Bocchi, which reads: L’anno 1480 Per rivelazione
/ dalla moglie di un Francesco / Amadi fu edificato l’oratorio de[lla] /Madona della fava deta anche / di consolazione il
quale prima / era un cappitello depinto con una / inmagine di Maria operando /miracoli si edifico il luogo. Si crearono 6
procuratori Tre / nobili tre cittadini includendo / in questo numero gli Amadi. (Pastega 2015, p. 276). See also (Apollonio
1880, pp. 11–12).

32 Giuseppe Tassini offers an alternative account, according to which the icon hung on the walls of Ca’ Dolce and not Ca’
Amadi, and that in the year 1496 the parish priest of San Lio, Natale Colonna, Giacomo Gussoni, and other patricians bought
out the two houses of the Dolce family to build a small church and move the icon to a more dignified place. (Tassini 1891, pp.
436–37; Tassini 1915, p. 234).
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ownership was contested at court by the neighboring Barozzi family, and whose public veneration led
to the construction of the church and convent of Santa Maria dei Miracoli (Corner 1761, pp. 52–56;
Apollonio 1880, p. 6; Boni 1887, pp. 236–74; Crouzet Pavan 1992, pp. 617–68; Grubb 2000, pp. 130–31;
Grubb 2004, pp. 272–73; Kasl 2004, p. 60; Morse 2007, pp. 182–83).

The involvement of the Amadi family in at least two cases of miracle-working icons in the same
year, and with the foundation of important religious institutions throughout the city, significantly
boosted their reputation within the Venetian society and allowed them to elevate their social status,
obtaining privileges usually reserved for the nobility. Indeed, owners of icons were eager to proclaim
them as miraculous, and then donate them to churches, thus enhancing their social prestige, as well as
the value of their bequest. In numerous acts of bequest, it is explicitly mentioned whether the image
donated was famed for exhibiting miraculous properties. To name one example, an “old miraculous
Greek icon of the Virgin” (“imagine miracolosa della B. Vergine, e di Pittura Greca, antica”) was
donated on 13 February 1671, to the church of the Redentore in Venice by the novice capuchin Fra
Mariano da Venezia, born Giorgio Corner (Da Portogruaro 1930, p. 206; Rizzi 1972, pp. 254–55n14,
262). A quite different example is that of the so-called “Madonna of the Miracle” (Gospa od Čuda),
an image of the Madre della Consolazione, venerated at the church of Saint Andrew at the Benedictine
convent in Rab (Figure 17). The icon belonged to Lucchina de Dominis, a nun of noble birth who lived
at the convent in the years 1530–1545. According to the written tradition, the nun, who had been
bedridden for nine years, prayed before the icon that hung over her bed and was miraculously cured
on the feast day of the Nativity of the Virgin. The miraculous recovery of the ailing nun initiated the
public cult of the icon, which was immediately removed from the nun’s cell, and placed on a special
altar in the monastery church (Barić 2007, p. 147; Domijan 2007, p. 130; Demori Staničić 2012, vol. 2,
pp. 207–8; Voulgaropoulou 2014, pp. 491–92, 666; Demori Staničić 2017, pp. 333–34).

 
Figure 17. “Our Lady of the Miracle” (Gospa od Čuda), Rab, Benedictine Convent of Saint Andrew
(Samostan Benediktinki Svetog Andrije) (taken from Domijan 2007, p. 126).
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In the period of the Counter-Reformation, legends revolving around miracle-working icons were
received with more suspicion and often attracted the attention of the Inquisition. Particularly revealing
is the trial of two Venetian citizens, which started because of an icon: around 1668, a Greek triptych of
the Virgin was donated to the church of Santa Ternita in Venice by a poor woman named Cecilia, widow
of a certain Pietro Bevilacqua, after divine revelation (Schutte 1999, pp. 153–55; Schutte 2001; Black
2004, p. 170). At first, the rector of the church, Francesco Vincenzi, kept the icon at the sacristy, but
soon, a local woman named Antonia Pesenti, daughter of a local artisan, informed him “that this image
would perform miracles, and at Antonia’s persuasion he [Vincenzi] hung it in the church at the altar
near the sacristy”. The prodigious image shortly started attracting flocks of believers, who expected to
be healed from various illnesses. Worshippers of the image were distributed sanctified oil from a lamp
that hung in front of the icon and carnations from a vase placed on its altar, whereas reproductions of
the icon were sold in the square right outside of the church, along with “relics” from Pesenti herself,
now promoted as a living saint. It was not long until the events revolving around the icon of Santa
Ternita reached the Inquisitor Agapito Ugoni, who persecuted Vincenzi and Pesenti with the charges
of pretense of holiness; in 1669, they were both convicted of heresy. As for the miracle-working icon, it
was immediately removed from the church and placed for safekeeping in the patriarchal residence.

 

Figure 18. The Madonna of Passion, Ferrara, Church of Santa Maria in Vado (photograph by the author).
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Figure 19. Icon of the Madre della Consolazione encased in an altarpiece by Giovanni Battista Agostino
Pitteri, Trogir, Cathedral of Saint Lawerence (Katedrala Svetog Lovre) (photograph by the author).
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Figure 20. Madonna and Child Enthroned (Madonna di Costantinopoli), Bisceglie, Church of Saint Matthew
(Chiesa di San Matteo) (photograph by the author).

The dedication of votive offerings was another channel through which icons of domestic devotion
ended up in public collections. Apart from a few icons that gained popularity and became the foci of
public cults, church and monastic collections throughout the Adriatic abound with Greek devotional
paintings that were donated to religious institutions as petitionary and votive offerings. In the treasury
of the convent of Saint Nicholas in Zadar, for example, inventoried by the Venetian painter Giovanni

230



Religions 2019, 10, 390

Battista Pitteri after the monastery’s fusion with that of Saint Mary in 1798, there were nine icons that
the artist assessed as “Greek”, in all probability deriving from individual legacies:

“B. V. sopra tavola, fatta alla greca e presa dall’italiano di Sassoferrato, con cornice d’intaglio
dorata lire 80; Decollazione di s. Giovan Batt. opera greca, sopra tavola, con cornice id.
lire 120; S. Niccolò alla greca sopra tavola con cornice dorata lire 90; S. Stefano martire alla
greca sopra tavola, con cornice antica dorata lire 50; S. Giorgio a cavallo alla greca id con
cornice id lire 50; Sacra Famiglia alla greca id con cornice id. lire 80; Ecce-Homo alla greca
id preso dall’italiano con cornice id. lire 80; B. V. col bambino, maniera greca sopra tavola
con cornice id. lire 80; S. Spiridione maniera greca id, con cornice dorata d’intaglio lire 110.
(Brunelli 1913, p. 393)

In view of the above, there is enough evidence to suggest that the majority of the Greek icons that
are now located in Catholic churches and monasteries of both Adriatic coasts originated from bequests
and votive offerings and were, initially, in private use. Jacob Burckhardt was the first to suggest that the
Madonnas seen in Venetian churches and scuole originated from private houses, and were transferred
to the public sphere due to space limitations or in the absence of heirs (Burckhardt 1898, pp. 298–99;
cited in Ringbom 1984, p. 36). Apart from archival sources and inscriptions documenting private
donations to ecclesiastical institutions, the domestic provenance of icons in churches is implied by
their small, sometimes minute dimensions, as well as their subjects, mostly half-length images of the
Madonna and Child or other themes commonly associated with private devotion (Figures 18–20).
In addition to their size and iconography, the often low cost and inferior artistic quality of icons of
public devotion further indicate that they were donated not because of their value and magnificence,
but mainly, because of their spiritual properties that were presumably intrinsic to Byzantine and
Byzantinizing icons regardless of their aesthetic qualities.

4. Conclusions

Serving as devotional accessories, spiritual mediators or measures of social prestige, icons alla
greca were omnipresent in Italian and Dalmatian households, regardless of class or confessional
orientation. At the same time, with the seal of antique authenticity and claims of possessing miraculous
properties, icons of Eastern provenance often became the center of legends and popular cults that
extended their veneration from the uttermost privacy of the domestic space to the heart of civic
worship. The large variety of icons venerated in Catholic households and churches, ranging from
paintings of high artistic value to works of mass production, reveals that their artistic quality had little
impact on their consideration as holy and miraculous, and their integration into private and public
devotional practices. In his discussion of the reputedly miraculous Madonna of Santa Maria della Fava,
Ferdinando Apollonio not only stresses that the icon was made “without study of art and colors”, but
that all of the images venerated as miraculous in Venice were “artistically speaking, rough pieces of
wood cut with an axe [ . . . ], smears rather than paintings”. As harsh as his assessment reads, for
Apollonio, it was exactly this lack of artistic sophistication that added to the spiritual qualities of these
images, and inspired the public’s devotion: “the cruder they are, the greater the waves of people that
surround them” (Apollonio 1880, pp. 7–8).

Perhaps more telling is the story of Franceschina, mother of the Venetian priest Andrea Ingegneri.
In 1435, a merchant from Constantinople brought Franceschina a fragment of Saint Theodosia’s shroud,
and advised her to make an offering to the saint in order to cure an illness that had almost left her
blind. Franceschina followed the man’s advice, and thereby made a swift and remarkable recovery.
Three years later, the devout woman received from Constantinople a painted icon of Saint Theodosia
(“ex byzantio ymago sancte Theodosie depicta aportaretur”); however, her husband refused to accept
it, because he believed it to be unsophisticated and overpriced. Instead, he chose to commission
another, more beautiful painting, this time from a Venetian artist. The outcome of this decision was that
Franceschina’s health deteriorated immediately, and did not improve until after the family purchased
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the rejected Byzantine icon for double the initial price (Corner 1749, vol. 2, p. 334; Bacci 2018, p. 282;
Giani 2018, p. 70).

The case of Franceschina Ingegneri demonstrates precisely the fundamental difference between
religious images painted in the Western style and icons made in the Byzantine tradition, a difference
that ultimately explains the survival and popularity of icon painting in the Catholic milieus of the Late
Medieval and Early Modern Adriatic. Orthodox icons were never meant to rival contemporary works
of Renaissance or Baroque art, but on the contrary, they were intended to cover a completely different
set of market needs. As compared to the more naturalistic art of the West, Byzantinizing icons were
not destined for the decoration and embellishment of lay households but were rather meant to inspire
devotion and piety, responding almost exclusively to the spiritual needs of the faithful. In other words,
icon painting, in spite of its humility, but also thanks to it, was able get through to the common people,
sometimes even more than the “high” art of the Renaissance and the Baroque, and thus constituted an
enduring and indispensable part of everyday religious practices. Thus, even though the maniera greca
was banished from the official artistic production, the cult of icons managed to survive at the margins
of the Renaissance, and ultimately went through its own renaissance in the Early Modern period.
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Abstract: A late medieval paper amulet containing prayers to St. Dorothy and the Holy Cross was
found in a demolished part of a medieval wooden stave church in Torpo, Norway. This article
examines the content and the function of this textual amulet by placing it in a wider Scandinavian and
Western European context. From the perspective of materiality and sensory-based religious practices,
this article will explore the connection between the textual amulet found in Torpo and its relation to
the now-lost large wooden cross in Torpo church, and to crosses believed to be wonderworking or
miraculous in its proximity. By doing so, this study will shed light on the apotropaic and healing
potential that the material and immaterial cross offered the pious in late medieval Norway. The last
part of this article addresses the Post-Reformation theological understanding of the amulet, and its
use and function in Lutheran Norwegian society.

Keywords: material devotion; holy matter; hagiosensorium; haptic devotion; amulets; devotional
literature; the holy cross; wonderworking and miraculous images; apotropaic potential; reformation

1. Introduction

At the end of the nineteenth century, a late medieval textual amulet was found in the wooden
church at Torpo in Norway. As many other textual amulets from the medieval Latin West, the prayer
written on the Torpo amulet was addressed to the Holy Cross. How are we to understand this
prayer? What was its function, and why has it, at some point, been placed inside the church under the
floor boards?

The protective powers of the cross could be invoked through a plethora of media in medieval
culture, not only by the use of amulets but also, for example, through prayer books, benedictions,
in liturgy, as well as through encounters with crosses present in churches. The aim of this article is
to understand more fully the potential embodied in the cross in late medieval culture through an
intertextual and intermedial examination.

In this article, I will begin by examining the formal and textual properties of the amulet, before
placing the Torpo amulet in a wider Scandinavian and European context. A comparative and contextual
analysis will help us identify the lacunae of the text and contribute to a fuller understanding of the
amulet’s content, as well as of religious beliefs and amuletic practices in its original late medieval
context. The next part of the article will explore the relation between the cross addressed in the amulet
and the now-missing cross in the church of Torpo, as well as miraculous crosses in Torpo’s proximity.
Lastly, light will be shed on continuity and change regarding amuletic practices, wonderworking
crosses and religious beliefs in post-Reformation society.

Religions 2019, 10, 603; doi:10.3390/rel10110603 www.mdpi.com/journal/religions240
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2. A Prayer Beneath the Wooden Floor Boards

Torpo is situated in the mountainous part of southern Norway, where the valley of Hallingdal
offers a passage between the eastern and western part of the country. In 1880, the old stave church at
Torpo was to be demolished and replaced by a new church. The destruction of the stave church had
already commenced but was interrupted as The Society for the Preservation of Norwegian Ancient
Monuments intervened and bought the remaining part of the stave church. By that time, the chancel
had already been torn down, but the nave was rescued (Christie and Christie 1981, p. 118) (Figure 1).

 
Figure 1. The wooden church of Torpo. Photo: Kaja M. H. Hagen.

During the demolition of the chancel, an old piece of paper, dated 1450–1500, was found. While
the sources do not say exactly where in the chancel the paper was found, maybe it was placed beneath
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the wooden floorboards.1 On one side is drawn a sigillum Salomonis or Salomon’s knot, a cross-shaped
ornament with interlaced cross arms (Figure 2). The other side contains prayers in Latin (Figure 3):

[ . . . ] virtuosa Dorathea vernans rosa mundi vita patens [ . . . ] pro nobis speciose interuentrix
graciosa ora pro nobis beata [ . . . ] vt digni efficiamur gracia Christi omnipotens sempiterne [ . . .
] [beate] Dorathee virg(i)nis tue tantam gloriam contulisti [ . . . ] ssum vt eius intersseteptibus et
meritis (ad) misericordiam peruenir [ . . . ] domini nostri amen

Crux Christi sit mecum et ecclesia nostra crux Christi est enim quam [ . . . ] adoro crux Christi est
vita salus crux Christi superat gladium crux Christi [ . . . ] nt vincula mortis crux Christi admirabile
signum crux Christi sit mihi [ . . . ] crux Christi sit mihi via virtutum cuper cruciem Christi aggrediar
omne [ . . . ]r crux Christi expandit omne bonum crux Christi aufferat a me omne [ . . . ] l[ . . . ]um
crux Christi saluet me se et hodie super me ante me post [ . . . ] ante me et post me et vbique me viderit
antiquus hosttis [ . . . ] [fu]giat a me jn nomine domini nostri Iesv Christi benedicat me Ihesus [ . . . ]
[sem-] piternus rex Judeorum [ . . . ] per medium illorum ibat [ . . . ] s Ihesus Christus crucifixus et
filius dei viui benedicat me erigat. [ . . . ] studiat Christus defendat me et dominus auertat a me omne
[ . . . ]um jn nomine patris et filii et spiritus sanctus amen.2

(Diplomatarium Norvegicum, 12, no. 266)

 

Figure 2. The amulet from Torpo, sigillum Salomonis or Salomon’s knot. Ink on paper, 1450–1500. Photo:
Kaja M. H. Hagen.

1 This suggestion is based on comparisons to other medieval amulets and a manuscript that, as we shall see later in the article,
have been found under the floor boards in Norwegian churches.

2 I rely on the transcribed version in the Diplomatarium Norvegicum 12, no. 266.In the Diplomatarium Norvegicum 12, no. 266,
lacunae are marked by a varying number of dots, and conjectures are marked with [ . . . ]. In this article, illegible text is
marked with [ . . . ], the conjectures suggested by the Diplomatarium are marked with { . . . }, and conjectures suggested
by Vemund Blomkvist and the author are marked with ( . . . ). Conjectures are filled out based on Latin grammar and
comparative material.
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Figure 3. The amulet from Torpo, Latin prayers. Ink on paper, 1450–1500. Photo: Kaja M. H. Hagen.

Translated to English,3 the text on the Torpo prayer reads:

(Hail) virtuous (jewel), Dorothea, fresh open rose of pure life [ . . . ]!4 May you be a speaker
for us, beautiful mediator full of grace. Pray for us, you blessed one [ . . . ], that we may be
made worthy of the grace of Christ. O, Almighty and Eternal, you gave [ . . . ] such a great
honour to your virgin Dorothea; that we through her intercessions and merits may attain
mercy [ . . . ] of our Lord. Amen.

May the Cross of Christ be with me and our Church, for the Cross of Christ is that which I
(always) honour. The cross of Christ is life salvation.5 The Cross of Christ is stronger than
the sword. The Cross of Christ is stronger than the chains of death. The Cross of Christ is a
wondrous sign. May the Cross of Christ be for me [ . . . ]. May the Cross of Christ be a way
to virtues. With the Cross of Christ, I will face every [ . . . ].6 The Cross of Christ bestows
upon me all good things. May the Cross of Christ take away from me all (evil). The cross of
Christ saves me [ . . . ] and today over me before me behind [ . . . ] before me and behind me
and everywhere [ . . . ] (When) the old fiend sees (it), may he flee from me in the name of
our Lord Jesus Christ. Bless me, Jesus (of Nazareth) the eternal King of the Jews (passed)
through the midst of them and went away. May Jesus Christ crucified and Son of the Living
God bless me and raise [ . . . ] may Christ care for me and defend me and may the Lord avert
from me every evil. In the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit Amen.

Several parts of the text have been worn off and other parts are illegible. Despite the lacunae, the text is
recognizable as a composite of two different prayers, the first to St. Dorothy addressed as the virtuous
rose of the world and intercessor between God and humans, followed by a plea for help to make the

3 I am most grateful to Vemund Blomkvist who helped me with the translation of the text from Latin to English.
4 Incorrect Latin: mundi vita should most likely be mundae vitae.
5 Incorrect Latin: vita salus should most likely be vera salus.
6 Incorrect Latin: cruciem should most likely be crucem.
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supplicant worthy of divine grace. The next part is addressed to the cross—Crux Christi sit mecum,
the cross of Christ be with me—affirming the cross as the way to salvation, as the breaker of the chains
of death, followed by an appeal to the cross, emphasizing its protective powers. The prayer to the cross
ends with the name of Jesus, addressed as eternal king of the Jews, and a fragment which, as we shall
see, is a quote from the Vulgate. The text ends with an invocation to Christ with a plea for protection
from all evil.

When the amulet was registered in the Diplomatarium Norvegicum in the 1880s, it was accompanied
by a summary, stating that the piece of paper was a “Praise (hymn to?) St. Dorothy and the cross of
Christ, seemingly used as a sorcerous spell or amulet”.7 An amulet was an object carried on the body
for healing and/or protection against evil and could ward off diseases, or protect the bearer against the
attacks of visible and invisible enemies (Kieckhefer 1989, p. 75). This article will seek to establish that
the paper prayer was indeed an amulet, but was not, however, an object of sorcery or witchcraft as
suggested in the Diplomatarium. The amulet was a devotional object, connecting God and the faithful.

The amulet is today kept at the National Archives in Oslo. The paper amulet is small, measuring
only 13 × 10.5 cm. The paper has marks from wear and tear, some pieces around the outer edges and in
the middle of the paper are missing altogether. Although undocumented, the paper has been subject
to conservation after its rescue in the 1880s. During conservation, worn-off pieces have been replaced
with a more brightly coloured paper, before the whole sheet has been covered in rice paper.

There are several vertical and horizontal, and darker, grid-structured lines that reveal the edges of
the once folded paper. The part that made up the outer part of the object when folded is significantly
darker that the rest. Following the original folding pattern, we can recreate the size and the shape
of the folded piece of paper which would have measured only 3 × 2 cm. Paper is a fragile material;
the middle missing part corresponds with one of the corners of the folded piece of paper.

3. Theological Attitudes towards Amuletic Practices

According to Don Skemer, the medieval belief in the efficacy of the written word to heal and
protect was an inheritance from Antiquity (Skemer 2006, pp. 23–30). Amuletic practices were not,
however, accepted in early Christianity. The use of textual amulets was condemned by the church
fathers: St. Augustine related the use of amulets containing texts and sacred symbols to signs of pagan
superstition, and St. Jerome equated textual amulets to Jewish phylacteries (Skemer 2006, pp. 32–35).

From the thirteenth century onwards, there was a division between black magic—magic associated
with the devil—on the one side, and natural magic on the other. While black magic was seen as
a perversion of religion and a turning away from God, natural magic relied on God in order to be
successful (Kieckhefer 1989, pp. 8–12). Natural magic is probably best understood as a form of
religion-based pre-modern science that tried to influence the hidden powers within nature. During the
Middle Ages, the term “magic” seems to have been reserved for descriptions of pagan cults and demonic
activities, such as frauds, deceptions and divinations of earth, water and air (Kieckhefer 1989, pp. 8–12).
Attempts to influence nature in benign ways or to seek protection from dangers and daemons with the
help of God, including through the use of amulets, was—although performed in a multitude of ways
and far from universally accepted—not labelled as “magic” at all.

The theological opinion towards textual amulets became more nuanced during the course of the
Middle Ages, resulting in a cautious acceptance of amulets and amuletic practices. St. Thomas Aquinas
(122?–1274) allowed for a limited role for textual amulets as long as they were based on Christian texts.
In his Summa Theologica, Thomas writes: “Divine words are no less efficacious when written than when
uttered” (Aquinas n.d.b ST II-II, Q 96, Art.4). Conversely, texts that contained demonic invocations,
mysterious names, meaningless words and unknown characters as well as symbols, were forbidden

7 Translated by the author. Original text: “Lovprisning af (Hymne til?) den hellige Dorothea og Christi Kors, vistnok benyttet som
Trylleformular eller Amulet.”
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as these would have fallen under the category of (black) magic. The only image Thomas accepted in
amuletic context was that of a cross. According to Thomas, the amulets worked not because of the
words put on paper or parchment, but as a result of people’s prayer and devotion. Understood in this
manner, Christians could use textual amulets as emblems or tokens of their own devotion and hope for
God’s protection: “it seems to be lawful to wear sacred words at one’s neck, as a remedy for sickness or
for any kind of distress” (Aquinas n.d.b, ST II-II, Q 96, Art.4). With correct content and venerated in the
accepted manner, Thomas saw the use of amuletic texts as an equivalent to relics that could be kept in
the domestic sphere. A textual amulet could thus be understood to be an expression of divine agency
working through the material object (Aquinas n.d.b, ST II-II, Q 96, Art.4 and Skemer 2006, pp. 58–63).
Although Thomas’ view was contested by other theologians, he did provide an authoritative rationale
for textual amulets. By the later Middle Ages, textual amulets were a widespread and common part of
the Christian community (Skemer 2006, p. 73), believed to be an apotropaic weapon (Greek apotropaios,
from apotrepein to avert, from apo- + trepein to turn)—a weapon used to ward off evil—in the fight
against ever-lurking daemons and disasters.

4. Haptic Devotion and Hagiosensorium

The nuances regarding the theologically correct understanding and function of amulets articulated
through scholastic arguments were most likely beyond the comprehension of most people. How then
did the late medieval bearer of an amulet understand his or her use of such an object? It is safe to
assume that the use of amulets with religious content was not understood as a form of demonic magic
or actions in opposition to authoritative theology, but rather as an expression of piety and devotion.

During recent decades, the material turn in the humanities has offered art historians an alternative
approach to the study of medieval religious objects. Theories and perspectives of materiality emphasize
matter’s ability to disclose the sacred to the medieval worshipper (Bynum 2011). The holy could be
revealed in multiple ways. One was by allegorical interpretations of matter and phenomena, another
was by looking at the likeness between matter and God. But the divine could also be instantiated in
matter, as an actual presence. That the holy works in and through matter, was theologically established
in Christian doctrines:

The doctrine of creation (that matter had been created by God), of the Incarnation (that God
became human in the figure of Christ), of the resurrection of the body (that the material
would in some way be present in heaven at the end of time and of divine omnipotence (that
God could make matter behave in ways that violated the natural laws he also established
( . . . ) (Bynum 2011, p. 154)

First and foremost, God could be experienced as a real presence through the sacraments. During the
miracle of mass, the host became the flesh of Christ. Other forms of matter could also be instantiated
by the divine: relics were believed to embody the virtue and a real presence of the saint. In addition
to being placed in reliquaries, relics could be placed inside images, image frames and sculptures,
blurring the line between relics and images (Belting 1994, pp. 297–303). By the later Middle Ages,
even images without inserted relics were understood to be capable of embodying a divine presence
(Belting 1994, pp. 208–304; Bynum 2011; Aavitsland 2015; and Jørgensen 2015, p. 29).

For the late medieval worshipper, the sacred was experienced through sensory mediation of holy
matter. The human sensory apparatus was activated and structured to apprehend and identify God’s
presence in the world. Sensory experiences of earthly matter could disclose glimpses of the divine,
a paradigm of perception modern scholars have labelled hagiosensorium (Jørgensen 2015, pp. 25–31
and Aavitsland 2015). The human sensorium—sight, hearing, smell, taste or touch—was considered
dynamic, overlapping and interchanging. In his commentary on Aristotle’s De Anima, Thomas wrote:
“[The sense of touch] appears to be the least spiritual of the senses, though it is the foundation of all
the others” (Aquinas n.d.a, Book II, Chp. XI, lectio 22, p. 517). The sense of touch was thus regarded
as the basic component of all other senses. A haptic or tactile connection between object and body
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seems to have been an independent and adequate way of experiencing the holy (Skinnebach 2019).
Laura K. Skinnebach has examined rubrics, found in medieval Danish devotional books. A rubric
is a text informing the reader of the prayer’s origin, apotropaic powers and/or instructions for use.
Based on a study of this material, Skinnebach concludes that a medieval prayer could be performed
in different ways: heard, read, seen—or carried. Skinnebach convincingly argues that prayers did
not necessarily need to be read or even looked at, but could be performed by the body. She labels
this form of devotion haptic prayer (Skinnebach 2019). According to Skinnebach, “The transference
of protection to the body did not happen through the eyes or by reading, but through the sense of
touch” (Skinnebach 2019, p. 8). In several rubrics, the physical presence between person and object
was underlined in order to make the amulet more effective. In some cases, a whole devotional book
could be carried or placed upon a person, analogous to a textual amulet, or a page from a devotional
book could be excised and used as an amulet (Skinnebach 2019, p. 7). Both practices were forms of
devotion where the connection between the pious and the material object was understood as a form of
haptic prayer.

5. Who Made the Amulet?

Many medieval textual amulets were produced by priests, monks and clerics to combat
sickness, injuries, demonic possession or for protection of mother and child during childbirth
(Skemer 2006, pp. 79–81). Written sources reveal that textual amulets were used to help heal the sick
both inside monastic infirmaries and outside the monastic sphere. We know that men and women
of great authority made amulets, for example St. Hildegard of Bingen and St. Francis of Assisi
(Skemer 2006, pp. 81–83).

In the diary of Luca Landucci (1436–1516), an apothecary from Florence, we can read of a trader
of prayers, travelling around selling amulets to lay people. In order to promote his merchandise,
the prayer seller presented himself as a miracle-worker—he climbed into a burning oven without
being burned, he held his hand over candles, placed burning candles in his mouth and put his hand in
a boiling pan of oil, all while urging the onlookers to watch. According to the diary, the popolo did
indeed regard his actions as miracles, and in his diary, Landucci has written: “And this way he sold as
many of those prayers as he could make” (Trexler 1972, p. 31). When it comes to the production of
amulets, it seems like there was an expectation among lay people that the manufacturer had a special
bond to God or served as a mediator between God and ordinary people, either as a man or woman of
God or a miracle worker such as the Florentine fire-eater.

We do not know where or by whom the Torpo-amulet was produced—it could have been written
by a local priest in Torpo or the surrounding area, but it could also have been transported from afar for
local use, perhaps by a returning pilgrim. In Norway, we have no traces of such activities as described
in Florence above. Still, it cannot be ruled out that a similar travelling vendor came to Torpo.

The original owner of the amulet is unknown, and the amulet might have had several owners
through the years. Given the fact that the prayer was placed inside the local church, it is reasonable to
assume that at least one of the owners of the prayer had a connection to Torpo.

6. Ave Gemma and the Cross-Prayer

The text on the Torpo-amulet is lacunose, and might at first glance be challenging to recognize and
contextualize. In the following, a comparison to other preserved prayers will help us to understand the
Torpo text more fully. The Torpo-amulet contains two prayers. The opening words of the first prayer
are missing, with the first readable words being “( . . . ) virtuosa Dorathea”, a prayer to St. Dorothy.
The second prayer is also fragmentarily preserved, but recognizable as a prayer to the cross. Both
prayers are well known from other sources. As we shall see, there are several examples of both prayers
appearing in amuletic form, as well as in lay devotional literature.

There are regrettably few extant written sources that reveal much about lay religious practices in
pre-Reformation Norway. In order to find equivalent prayers and contextualization, we must look
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beyond the borders of present-day Norway. The prayer to St. Dorothy is found in Danish and Icelandic
medieval devotional literature, as well as in the form of a medieval hymn (Nielsen 1946–1982, V. 84).
In the Danish prayer book AM 418 12◦, we find the following Latin prayer:

Ave gemma virtuosa

dorothea vernans rosa

vite mundi patens glosa

sis pro nobis speciosa

interuentrix gloriosa8 (Nielsen 1946–1982, II. 327)

An Icelandic devotional book, AM 429 12mo, known as the Kirkjubæjarbók (the book from Kirkeby),
contains legends of female martyrs (AM 429 12mo, 1490–1510.). In this manuscript, the same prayer
appears (fol. 59v), accompanied by an image of St. Dorothy (fol. 48v) and the vita of the saint written
in vernacular Norse (Wolf 1997, p. 62) (Figure 4).

 

Figure 4. Image of St Dorothy, facsimile from AM 429 12mo (fol. 48v) dated between 1490–1510. Available
at https://handrit.is/en/manuscript/view/en/AM12-429.

Apart from minor scribal and grammatical differences, the Danish and Icelandic versions are
identical to the first part of the remaining fragments of the Torpo prayer. Based on these prayers, it
is possible to suggest plausible conjectures to fill out many of the lacunae in the Ave Gemma-prayer
in Torpo.

The second part of the Torpo prayer is known as the cross-prayer and was known throughout
Western medieval Europe. In Denmark alone, ten versions are preserved (Skinnebach 2019, p. 5).
The theme of all prayers is the same: the supplicant invokes the protection offered by the cross of
Christ. Two of the extant Danish late medieval private devotional books, Anna Brade’s prayer book

8 Translated to English by Vemund Blomkvist: Hail virtuous jewel, Dorothea, fresh open rose of pure life! May you be our glorious
and beautiful mediator.
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(Nielsen 1946–1982, II. 33) and Johanne Nielsdatter’s Book of Hours (Nielsen 1946–1982, I. 75), contain
cross-prayers with striking similarities to the one found in Torpo. Although these two Danish prayers
are in the vernacular, the order of phrases, rhythm and repetition show a strong resemblance to the
Torpo-prayer. Anna Brade’s cross-prayer reads:

The cross of our Lord Jesus Christ † be with me the cross of Jesus Christ † is the sign that
I worship the cross of Jesus Christ † offers health the cross of Jesus Christ † surpasses all
swords the cross of Jesus Christ † unties the chains of death the cross of Jesus Christ † is a
steadfast weapon the cross of Jesus Christ † is a wonderous sign the cross of Jesus Christ †
guard my life the cross of Jesus Christ † be my guide for all virtues/in the name of the holy
cross I will follow everywhere the cross of Jesus Christ †means all good the cross of Jesus
Christ † take away all evil † the cross of Jesus Christ † take away perpetual pain the cross of
Jesus Christ †heal me and be today before me/and over me/and after me so that the enemy
which is the devil flees from me when he sees in me the name of our Lord Jesus Christ.9

(Nielsen 1946–1982, II. 33)

Karen Bille’s book of hours contains yet another form of the cross-prayer (Nielsen 1946–1982, IV. 920).
Although there are several linguistic differences between this prayer and to the two previously
mentioned Danish versions and the Torpo prayer, the content is the same—all prayers call for the
protection of the apotropaic cross.

If we look beyond the Danish material, the cross-prayer also appears in Latin in an extant
handbook, Enchiridion Leonis Papae, supposedly written by Pope Leo III for Charlemagne. This book
was printed in Mainz as late as 1633, and is a compilation of late medieval prayers that circulated in
the Latin West. The prayer contains many components that also feature in the Torpo prayer:

Crux † Christi quam semper adoro, † Crux Christi sit in porta & vera falus, † Crux Christi super et
omnem gladium, †Crux Christi super & vincula mortis, † Crux Christi sit pro me. † Crux Christi sit
admirabile signum. † Crux Christi sit mihi potestas, † Crux Christi spondeat ante bonum mihi, †
Crux Christi liberet me ab omni malo præsenti & future, † per hoc signum Crucis sit mihi divinæ
gratiæ omnis interceffio, † Crux Christi auferat à me omnes adversitates hujus mundi. † Crux Christi
sit mecum, & salvet me, ante me & post me, quia antiquus diabolous ubi te videt, à me recedat, † per
Crucis hoc signum, † fugiat à me omnis malignus sprirtus † pax Helo † tetragrammaton † didai †
pant aero elbry. † Jesus autem transiens per medium illorum ibat, fons, principlum, finis, veritas,
omnipotens. † Amen. (Leo III. 1633, p. 119f)

The cross-prayer in the Torpo amulet ends with fragmentarily preserved text that reads: “Ihesus
[ . . . ] [sem-]piternus rex Judeorum [ . . . ] per medium illorum ibat”. This passage is a composite of two
textual fragments. The first part Ihesus [ . . . ] [sem-]piternus rex Judeorum recalls the inscription of the
titulus of the cross of Christ, I.N.R.I. The phrase “Jesus Nazarenus rex Judeorum” was believed to
be especially powerful in warding off evil. According to the commentary tradition, the titulus was
associated with the words of Pilate, “what I have written, I have written”. This statement has been
interpreted as a testimony to the power of the written word: the text has been written, it will forever
remain unchanged and it will persist (Hahn 2011, p. 196). In Torpo, the titulus-reference comes at
the end of the cross-prayer, a feature consistent with Johanne Nielsdatter’s Book of Hours where the
cross-prayer ends with the phrase “Jesus of Nazareth, king of Jews” (Nielsen 1946–1982, I. 75).10 It

9 Translated by Laura K. Skinnebach and the author. Original text: “Wors herre ihesu christi kors † være meth mek Ihesu christi
kors † ær thet tegn som iek tilbedher Ihesu christi kors † ær san helsen Ihesu christi korss † offuergaar alle swærdh Ihesu christi kors †
løser døtzcens bondh Ihesu christi kors † ær eth stadelicht vapn Ihesu christi kors † ær eth vnderlicht tegn Ihesu christi kors † værie
mith liiff Ihesu christi kors † være myn veylederæ til allæ dygder/ i thet hellige korsses naffn tha gaar iek alle veyæ Ihesu christi korss †
vthtydher alt goth Ihesu christi kors † taghe fra mek alt onth † Ihesu christi kors † taghe fra mek ewynneligh pynæ Ihesu christi kors †
hielæ mek oc være i dagh foræ mek/ oc offuer mek/ oc effter mek so ath wvennen som ær dieffuelen flyer fra mek ther han seer mek i vors
herre ihesu christi naffn.”

10 Translated by the author. Original text: “Ihesus nazarenus iødæ kongæ”, (Nielsen 1946–1982, I. 75).
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seems that this phrase enhanced the power of the cross-prayer, gave it authority and offered a verbal
image of the titulus of the cross of Christ.

The latter part of the above text fragment is a biblical quote from the Vulgate, Luke 4:30, “autem
transiens per medium illorum ibat” and recalls how Christ passed “through the midst of them”, avoiding
his enemies. This text was believed to bless the bearer with divine protection (Skemer 2006, p. 90)
and is also found in other cross-prayers, for example in the Latin cross-prayer in the above-mentioned
Enchiridion Leonis Papae.

7. A Comparative Case: The Parchment Amulet

In addition to the amulet from Torpo, there are several other extant Norwegian medieval
textual amulets—some are small pieces of wood, others are made of lead. Some are in the shape
of crosses, others rectangles (Diplomatarium Norvegicum 7, no. 441, Bang 1901/1902, pp. 470–74,
http://www.unimus.no/arkeologi/forskning/index.php). As archaeological excavations and the use of
metal detectors increase, so does the number of amuletic finds11. Some of the textual amulets have
inscriptions in Norse, but the majority are in Latin.

Of special interest for this study, is an amulet made of parchment, dated around 1400–1450, thus
predating the Torpo amulet (Diplomatarium Norvegicum 7, no. 441, see also Aalholm 1957, p. 63 and
Bang 1901/1902, pp. 470–74). The amulet is of unknown provenance and regrettably no information
regarding where and when it was found is preserved.12 The single sheet of parchment measures
ca. 20 × 14 cm and, just like the Torpo amulet, has traces after folding. When folded, the parchment
amulet would have measured ca. 5 × 3.5 cm. This amulet also has traces of wear and tear—the outer
part of the folded amulet is darker than the rest of the sheet, and one corner of the folded amulet is
dark from friction, handling and wear.

At the vertical and horizontal edges of the parchment are tiny holes which are most likely traces of
preparation for writing. Vertical holes were made in order to organize text lines on the sheet, with each
hole indicating where to start a new line. The horizontal lines on the bottom of the parchment are at first
glance more confusing. The parchment has, however, been identified as a palimpsest, but the original
writing is not possible to reconstruct (Gjerløw 1959, p. 63). The current format of the parchment is thus
most likely secondary, a fragment excised from a larger page. The bottom of the current parchment
would once have made up the left margin. Just as the manufacturer was believed to be in a favorable
relation to God, so was the writing material of importance—pages from sacred books were believed to
be particularly effective for amuletic purposes (Skemer 2006, pp. 127–30). Perhaps this parchment was
once a part of a liturgical or devotional book.

The outer part of the amulet has an illustration consisting of three concentric circles, the largest
with a diameter of 5.3 cm (Figure 5). Between the two outermost rings is an ornament, and between
the two innermost circles is text: “Sanctus sanctus sanctus dominus deus sabaoth pleni sunt ce [li] et terra
Gloria tua oseanna [in] excelsis agyos ys[Chir]os tetragramaton”13. In the innermost ring, a cross has been
drawn. Between the wide cross arms is text that reads “Jesus Nazarenus rex Judeorum beniora biro buro
berto”. The first part is recognizable as the apotropaic phrase discussed above, but the last four words
do not have an apparent meaning (Aalholm 1957, p. 59). A row of small crosses is drawn in red ink at
the top—or bottom if the parchment is rotated—at the long side of the document.

11 Many of the amuletic registrations do not specify whether they contain text. Many lead objects have not been examined for
texts as opening of a folded lead object will damage the object see (Imer and Olesen 2018). Furthermore, some databases only
register amulets with runic inscriptions such as Samnordisk Runtextbas, http://www.nordiska.uu.se/forskn/samnord.htm.

12 This amulet is kept at KUBEN, Aust-Agder museum and archive in the south of Norway.
13 I rely on the transcription by Aalholm (Aalholm 1957). Translated to English by Vemund Blomkvist: Holy, holy, holy (are you)

the Lord God Sebaoth. The heavens and the earth are full of your glory. Hoseanna in the highest, holy strong tetragrammaton. The last
words are in Greek.
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Figure 5. Amulet from Aust Agder, cross ornament. Ink on parchment, 1400–1450. Photo: Kaja M.
H. Hagen.

The other side of the amulet is covered with text (Figure 6). The opening words from the Gospel
of John were considered to be especially apotropaic, and the passage was frequently used in textual
amulets (Skemer 2006, p. 84). The first text passage on the amulet is a paraphrase of the prologue of
the Gospel of John. This passage is followed by a prayer to John the Baptist and a prayer to John the
Evangelist, before a prayer to the cross appears:

crux bona crux dingna

Per omnia lingna benigna

tu me consignia

ne moriar morte malignia.14

Again, we see the cross invoked as an intercessor between God and man, capable of action,
with protective qualities, able to keep a wicked death away from bearer. The text ends with an
invocation to the many names of Christ in Latin and Greek.

14 Translated to English by Vemund Blomkvist: Good Cross, worthy Cross/Among all trees the most fruitful/Set your seal on me/That I
not die an evil death.
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Figure 6. Amulet from Aust Agder, Latin text. Ink on parchment, 1400–1450. Photo: Kaja M. H. Hagen.

The prayer to the cross found in the parchment amulet is, however, not written in correct Latin.
An explanation for the lack of proper Latin might have been the need for rhyme and rhythm which
could have been regarded as more important than correct grammar. In both the Ave Gemma-prayer
and the cross-prayer found at Torpo, rhyme and repetition are striking features. Rhyme, rhythm
and/or repetition would have facilitated the recollection of the prayers and hence functioned as
mnemotechnical strategies. We do not know if the original owner(s) of the Torpo prayer was a literate
person, or if he or she knew Latin. Nonetheless, this does not imply that the bearer had no awareness
of the content of the prayer. Rhyme and rhythm would have made recollection of a prayer easier,
especially if the prayer had to be learned by heart in a language few had mastered. As mentioned
above, many of the preserved Norwegian amulets have inscriptions in Latin. The choice of language
was undoubtedly important—Latin, the ecclesiastical and sacred language, could have been believed to
enhance the power of the prayer. The auditive aspects of the Latin language would have added to the
words’ semantic references, making the prayer a multi-sensory experience (Jessen and Sørensen 2015).

8. Informative Rubrics: Information of Origin, Protective Powers and Instructions for Use

As mentioned above, several of the extant Danish medieval prayers are accompanied by rubrics,
explaining to the reader when, by whom and to whom the prayer was written, underlining the potential
and the success of the prayer and/or providing the reader with instructions for use.

The origin of the cross-prayer is emphasized in both Anne Brade’s and Karen Bille’s devotional
books—the texts state that this prayer was written by Pope Leo to Charlemagne.15 The supposed
origin of this prayer can be traced back to the apocryphal legend of the Heavenly Letter. The legend of a
holy letter accompanying certain prayers exists in different versions. In one version, the letter was
written by Christ himself to King Abgar V of Edessa for protection. In other versions, the letter was
sent by the Archangel Michael or St. George, and yet in others, like in the Danish devotional literature,
the letter was presumedly written by Pope Leo III (Skemer 2006, pp. 99–105). The Latin cross-prayer

15 (Nielsen 1946–1982, II. 33). One of the original texts reads: “Item thenne efterscreffne bøn dictæde oc screff een helligh pawæ i rom
som hedh sanctus leo/oc sæde henne til syn brodher karll magnus om var konnyngh i franckkeriigæ( . . . )”.

251



Religions 2019, 10, 603

in Enchiridion Leonis Papae was also accompanied by the Heavenly Letter. The papal origin and the
protective powers of the prayers are analogous to the information found in the Danish material.

The papal-imperial origin undoubtedly served as proof of the cross-prayer’s authority and the
apotropaic potential of the prayer. The author of the prayer was the Holy Father himself. Needless to
say, this information was of the highest importance for the understanding of the prayer as righteous,
pious and effectual. That the prayer had been given to, presumably carried, and perhaps said, seen
and heard by the most legendary and successful of kings in Europe, the Pater Europae Charlemagne,
served as proof of its superiority, power and success. Furthermore, the prayer is presented as ancient,
predating both the extant Scandinavian devotional prayers and the Torpo amulet by centuries, testifying
to its established authority and power.

Not only the origin of the cross-prayer, but also its apotropaic power and instructions for use
were included in both the Scandinavian devotional material and in the Enchiridion Leonis Papae. In the
latter, under the heading Oraisons contre les perils du monde, it is stated that nothing bad would happen
to the one who carried or read—portera ou lira—the cross-prayer (Leo III. 1633, p. 118). The Danish
cross-prayers found in Anna Brade’s and Karen Bille’s devotional books, are accompanied by similar
text ensuring the reader or bearer of its apotropaic power—the one who hears, sees or carries this
prayer on his or her body, shall not drown, burn or die, and neither another person nor the devil can
harm him or her (Nielsen 1946–1982, II. 33).

It was not only the cross-prayer that was accompanied by instructive rubrics or assurances of the
power of the prayer. The above-mentioned Ave gemma-prayer in AM 418, 12◦ follows directly after a
rubric with the following text: “( . . . ) If a woman is in pain during labour, and if she has this prayer on
her body, the child will soon be born without permanent injury”.16 St. Dorothy is the patron saint of
gardeners, brewers and newlyweds, in addition to being the patron saint of midwives and women in
labour. Perhaps the Torpo amulet also functioned as a birth-gridle, protecting the woman if carried on
her body. Interestingly, the above instruction informs us that the prayer would not necessarily need
to be read at all. Perhaps it was the material presence of the amulet, its proximity to the body and
hence its haptic qualities that ensured the prayer’s apotropaic power (Skinnebach 2019), or perhaps
the presence of the amulet reminded the bearer of the content inside.

Textual amulets could be carried on the person either in a sewn-in pocket, a pouch, a small
container or in other ways fastened to the body. Based on a survey of surviving rubrics, it seems like
a default placement of an amulet for overall protection was to carry it around the neck. For specific
injuries, an amulet could be placed on the body parts in question. For protection during pregnancy
and delivery, the instructions as to where the woman was to bind the amulet could vary, for example
over the abdomen, on the right knee, below her right breast or on the back (Skemer 2006, pp. 236–239).
As the Torpo prayer is not accompanied by a written instructive rubric, we are left to compare it to the
surviving Danish rubrics, and to study its material traces. As mentioned, the Torpo prayer measured
only 3 × 2 cm when folded, and was hence suitable for portable purposes. Some of the folded edges
has vanished as a result of wear and tear. Paper is a fragile material that would most likely have
deteriorated without any protective cover. Although no container or pouch has survived, it seems a
fair assumption that it was indeed placed in such.

Given that so few written sources regarding lay devotional activity from the Norwegian Middle
Ages have survived, the textual amulets are valuable for our understanding of the spiritual environment
in the Middle Ages at the most northernerly corner of Europe. The amulets’ existence testifies to
a shared belief in the power and potential of the written word—and in the apotropaic potential of
the cross—found throughout Western Christianity. During the Middle Ages, Norway was a fully
integrated part of the European Christian community. The textual amulets testify to shared devotional

16 (Nielsen 1946–1982, II. 327). My translation. Original text: “( . . . ) Oc hulcen qwinnæ som meth barn pynes oc hawer hun thenne
bøn paa segh · thet barn skal snarlighe fothes foruthen alt meen”.

252



Religions 2019, 10, 603

ideals and activities found in other countries in the Latin West, the same prayers were said in Rome,
in Denmark and in the remote parts of Norway.

9. The Apotropaic Cross in Text and Image

From the point of the discovery of the True Cross by dowager empress Helena in Jerusalem in 326,
the cross was already linked to its healing capabilities. The widespread legends of testing of the True
cross bear witness to the medieval understanding of its wonderworking potential. When Helena had
difficulties verifying which cross was the cross of Christ, a bishop brought forward a dying woman
who was miraculously healed in the presence of the holy wood. A similar story describes how a dead
man was brought back to life when Christ’s cross was brought forward (Jensen 2017, pp. 59–60). These
legends were known all over Western Christianity, including in the north (Steinsland 2004). From the
second half of the fourth century, the cross became a symbol associated with apotropaic and healing
potential (Garipzanov 2018, p. 99).

The apotropaic qualities of the cross were also addressed during liturgy. In 1519, the archdiocese
of Nidaros had a breviary printed, providing uniform liturgical instructions and texts for celebration of
the divine office throughout the church province. The breviary illustrates how the cross was celebrated
during the church year and how its apotropaic powers were underlined. For example, under In
commemoratione sancte crucis the cross was revered as follows: “Hoc est namque sacrum signum, per
quod vincimus malignum et fugamus vitium”17 (Sperber 2019, p. 533). That crosses could function as
devotional tools or apotropaic shields was, therefore, not a trope reserved for textual amulets or
devotional literature, but was also acknowledged by theological authorities, expressed in liturgical
settings—as well as in images and sculpture.

The belief in the protective and healing power of the cross seems to be fundamental for the extant
Norwegian amulets, and crosses were indeed present in various forms in most textual amulets, both
as subject matter for the written prayer and as pictorial elements. Image and written texts seem to
have had a mutually advantageous effect. Many textual amulets include drawn images of crosses,
in line with Thomas Aquinas’ pictorial instructions mentioned above. Crosses could take the form
of simple or more ornamented graphic drawings and could be inscribed with names, such as the
above-mentioned parchment amulet, while prayers could be formed in the graphic shape of crosses,
and a series of different crosses could be juxtaposed (Skemer 2006, p. 200). Two of the other extant
medieval Norwegian amulets are lead crosses with identical Latin inscriptions starting with “Ecce
crucem domini, fugite partes adverse”18 (Bang 1901/1902, pp. 470–71). Crosses could also be drawn inside
a text and could function as punctuation or, as seen above in the cross-prayer in Anne Brade’s prayer
book, as instruction to the reader to perform physical gestures at certain stages in the prayer, to make
the sign of the cross upon the body. In this manner, the cross was present in the text, in image, and also,
albeit briefly, as a bodily image.

As mentioned above, the backside of the Torpo prayer has a drawn symbol, sigillum Salomonis
or Solomon’s knot, a cross-shaped ornament with interlaced cross arms, measuring ca. 2.1 × 2.3 cm.
During the Middle Ages, King Solomon was the ultimate source of wisdom, and was also believed
to be capable of influencing nature (Davies 2012, p. 35). Solomon’s knot had been associated
with apotropaic powers since Antiquity, and was used as an ornamental motif in early Christian
churches. The protective aspect of the Salomon’s knot was understood as analogous to that of crosses
(Garipzanov 2018, pp. 45, 103 and 110). The use of the Salomonic seal would have enabled the owner
of the Torpo prayer to visualize the protective power of the amulet and hence facilitated the memory
of the written content of the prayer on the inside. In this manner, seeing an image was analogous to
reading, hearing or seeing the prayer inside.

17 Translated to English by Vemund Blomkvist: For this is a holy sign through which we conquer evil and dispel vice.
18 Translated to English by Vemund Blomkvist: Behold the Cross of the Lord! Flee, evil powers!
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When examining medieval devotional practices, the relationship between prayers, gestures, text
and images was interdependent and interlaced. Not only amulets, but liturgical books and private
devotional books also contained images of crosses and crucifixes accentuating the protective powers
of the cross. In a fourteenth-century version of Speculum Humanae Salvationis is an illumination of
Christ. In one hand, he holds the vexillum; in the other, he holds the cross with which he has pierced
the fallen devil lying on the ground. With the holy cross, the sacrum signum, the devil is crushed and
evil overthrown (Figure 7).

 

Figure 7. Christ. piercing the devil with the cross, facsimile from Speculum Humanae Salvationis, Hs 2505.
Germany, ca. 1350. Available at http://tudigit.ulb.tu-darmstadt.de/show/Hs-2505/0108/image.
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According to the above-mentioned Enchiridion Leonis Papae, indulgence was given to those praying
in front of an image of crucifix (Leo III. 1633, p. 154). It does not say what kind of image, but most
likely a drawn image in an amulet, a painted illumination in a manuscript or a large crucifix inside a
church were all understood as adequate images for gaining an indulgence. The next part of the article
will further explore the Torpo text’s relation to the large wooden cross in the church of Torpo and to
wonderworking crosses in Torpo’s proximity.

10. The Wonderworking Crosses in Norway

As the cross emerged as the prime Christian symbol, large crosses and crucifixes were consecrated
and placed in churches and on altars. By the time the amulet in Torpo was made, the cross was
omnipresent in churches across western Christianity. The cross was addressed as part of the liturgy,
for example as seen above in the brevarium from Nidaros. In addition, the cross was celebrated and
honoured on Good Friday and during yearly feasts of commemoration: the Invention of the Cross on 3
May and the Exaltation of the Cross on 14 September. The large crosses also served as focal points for
individual devotion.

It is generally assumed that most churches in medieval Norway had a great crucifix. Within
the borders of medieval Norway, around 1300 medieval churches, chapels and ecclesiastical houses
are documented either in written sources or through archaeological evidence (Brendalsmo 2007;
Karlsen 2013, pp. 33–34). It has been suggested that as much as 500 to 1000 churches should be added
to this number, based on local tradition, church names, etc. (Bertelsen 2016, p. 54; Karlsen 2013, p. 33).
These examinations indicate the medieval existence of at least 2000 churches and a corresponding
number of great crosses. Today, 170 Norwegian medieval wooden polychrome crosses, crucifixes,
and Calvary groups are preserved (Hohler 2017, pp. 47–55). Even if most of the Norwegian written
sources from the Middle Ages are lost, there are numerous references to crosses that were connected
to extra-liturgical cults or crosses believed be to wonderworking or miraculous. No less than 37
crosses owned land, received gifts and pilgrims or performed miracles (See for example Diplomatarium
Norvegicum vol. 1, no. 545, vol. 2, no. 825, vol. 11, no. 41, vol. 18, no 164, vol. 21, no. 1058, vol. 23,
no. 69; Regesta Norvegica vol. 8, no. 284, vol. 8, no. 389, vol. 9, no. 1439; Huitfeldt 1879 pp. 22, 45,
75, 80, 103, 108, 110, 138, 451; Munch 1834a pp. 23, 24, 60, 81, 82, Munch 1834b; p. 92; Nicolaysen
1862–1866, p. 48; Skielderup 1572/1905 pp. 53–54; Nielsen 1885, p. 517). Given the meagre body of
written sources, the actual number is most likely significantly higher.

One of the most renowned crosses in Norway was found in Røldal in the south of Norway,
the miraculous sweat of which healed the faithful on Midsummer’s Eve (Figure 8). The wonderworking
cross in Røldal received pilgrims from far and near. Both Røldal and Torpo belonged to the bishopric of
Stavanger. The bearer(s) of the Torpo prayer was assumedly familiar with the stories of the renowned
wonderworking crucifix in Røldal.

By the later Middle Ages, tales of wonderworking crosses and crucifixes were widespread
across western Europe. It has been argued that the many legends of miraculous crosses affected the
perception of crosses and crucifixes in general—any cross had the potential of becoming a miraculous
or wonderworking cross that could affect the lives of the pious (Cooper 2006, p 56). Perhaps this
understanding was also valid for the local crucifix in Torpo church.
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Figure 8. The Røldal Crucifix. 1240–1255. Cross H 157cm. Figure H 89 cm. Photo: Kaja M. H. Hagen.

11. The Large Wooden Polychrome Crucifix in Torpo

During the Middle Ages, individual devotion could take place both in the private sphere and
in church, both during and outside of mass. Several extant Danish prayers instructed the reader to
say specific prayers at specific times during mass (Skinnebach 2013, pp. 145–48). Instructions also
show that private prayers were to be said in front of crucifixes. Such instructions likely referred to
crucifixes of all forms, depicted in prayer books or amulets, hung on the wall in private homes or
the large crucifix in a church. We cannot know if the owner of the Torpo prayer had some form of
visual depictions of a cross or crucifix in his or her private sphere, serving as a visual aid and as a
basis for recollection. We can, however, safely assume that the cross in his or her local church was
visually accessible to the supplicant. Prominently displayed in a sacred surrounding in the local church,
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the large crucifix offered an elaborate setting that would have been of importance for the visual and
devotional experience.19

The nave of the old wooden church in Torpo is still standing, and offers a partial glimpse of the
devotional surroundings in Torpo. In the east part of the nave is a preserved vaulted canopy resting on
columns, placed in front of the old entrance to the now demolished chancel (Figure 9). The canopy is
the only surviving part of a medieval pulpitum.20 The vaulted canopy has a span of 4.6 m and a width
of 2.15 m. The back wall measures ca. 2 m at its highest (Brænne 1982, p. 196). The vault is covered in
lavishly painted images made during the last half of the thirteenth century (Christie and Christie 1981,
pp. 130–37). In the arched ceiling, Christ in Majesty is surrounded by the symbols of the Evangelists.
On each side of Christ are the apostles, six in each row. In the bottom two rows, beneath the apostles,
is a series of images depicting the martyrium of St. Margaret.

 

Figure 9. The Torpo canopy. Paintings from the thirteenth century. Photo: Kaja M. H. Hagen.

The back wall depicts figures from the crucifixion against a background of a square painted
pattern with botanical ornamentation. To the left is the Virgin, who carries a book in her right hand,
while her left hand rests against her cheek. To her right is a personification of the triumphant church,
Ecclesia, holding the banner of the cross and a raised altar chalice. To the right is St. John, gesturing to
the centre of the composition with one hand, carrying a book in the other. To his left is a personification
of the Synagoga overthrown. Her head is bent, the pole of her banner is broken and the chalice turned
upside down. Above them are facing angels holding censers in one hand while the other is pointing to
the middle of the composition. The central figure, the cross or crucifix, is missing. Unlike the rest of
the painted figures on the back wall, this was probably a three-dimensional crucifix placed in front of

19 According to Belting, the “crucifix was an elaboration of the preexisting cross” (Belting 1994, p. 299). In this article, I make
no distinction between the cross and crucifix, as the apotropaic potential of a cross, present in both pictorial categories,
assumedly would not have changed when the corpus of Christ was included.

20 Please see Linn W. Borgen’s forthcoming Ph.-D. thesis. University of Oslo, Oslo, Norway.
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the painted motif where a tenon would have been tapped into the now missing vertical wall plate
(Aavitsland 2016; and Stang 2008, pp. 161–66).21

Several medieval theological authorities in the Latin West have argued that crosses and crucifixes
were to be treated separately from other categories of religious imagery and that such imagery required
especial care and veneration (Cooper 2006, p. 48). Thomas Aquinas argued that not only images of
Christ, but also of the cross, should be adored with latria, the highest mode of veneration (Aquinas n.d.b,
ST, III, Q. 25 art. 3 and Laugerud 2005, pp. 66 and 72). However, both adoring an image with latria
and venerating Christ himself involved a mental process that depended on recollection. For Aristotle
and scholastic philosophers such as Thomas, visual images were the foundation for memory. In other
words, we remember through images. When the bearer of the Torpo amulet addressed the cross in his
or her prayers, either at home or in church, previously seen visual images of a cross were recollected.
When venerating an image of a crucifix, previous memories and experiences of venerating both the
prototype and memory of seen crucifixes were activated. In this manner, the physical images were
prerequisites for mental images and a fundamental part of the devotional activity (Van Eck 2015, p. 72;
Laugerud 2005). The now-lost great cross or crucifix present in the church of Torpo would have served
as a focal point during prayers inside the church, but would also function as a mental imprint for the
bearer of the prayer, and thus as a basis for a mental image he or she could recollect when praying to
the cross outside of church.

The medieval cross was a polysemous object, embodying several layers of meaning—the cross was
a symbol of the Christian faith and a referential object testifying to the crucifixion of Christ. The cross
was also a mnemotechnical device serving as a mental imprint for the bearer inside and outside of
church. The cross was an embellishment and an aesthetic work of art. The materials that the cross was
made of could convey a meaning for the beholder: made from precious stones, materials, forms and
colours invested with meaning, the allegorical potential of materials bore witness to God’s presence
in the world (Dahlerup 2010, p. 490 and Aavitsland 2015, p. 76). In addition, the cross could offer
the pious an encounter with God and was believed to be capable of healing the supplicant or to ward
off evil.

12. The Power of the Object

The pressing question when discussing the cross as an apotropaic or healing instrument, whether
it is a textual amulet or a three-dimensional wonderworking cross, is where the power of the object was
believed to come from. What made the object work? Was the object believed to be efficacious in itself,
was it the immaterial divine power behind the object that made the object work—or a combination of
the two?

The orthodox attitude towards images was that an image only referred to its divine prototype. An
image was a sign pointing beyond itself and could be used as an aid in order to see the transcendent
God. Prayers said in front of images were transferred to the holy persons depicted. This stance
echoed formulations that went back to St. Basil in the fourth century, repeated at the Second Council
of Nicea, by John of Damascus and Thomas Aquinas among others (Belting 1994, pp. 149–55;
Laugerud 2005, pp. 64, 68; Maniura 2018, p. 64). Idolatrous warnings were reiterated by theologians
throughout the Middle Ages. The authoritative theological attitude towards both textual amulets
and religious imagery in respect to divine presence was the same—it was the transcendence of the
object, understood as the underlying force, that made the objects work. God was the ultimate source of
efficacy of both wonderworking crosses and textual amulets, and the objects were thus reduced to
prosthetic aids.

21 The cross was most likely not fastened directly onto the back wall as there is neither discoloring in the pigments in the motif
nor any signs of larger holes that would have been required in order to carry the weight of a large cross. There is a minor
mark in the centre of the composition that might stem from a supporting mechanism for the once-standing cross. Please see
Linn W. Borgen’s forthcoming Ph.-D. thesis. University of Oslo, Oslo, Norway.
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The recognizable orthodox distinction between image and prototype was made by a Sienese
sculptor, Lando di Piero, in 1338. He enclosed a piece of parchment in a sculpture of a crucifix he was
working on that read:

Lord God made it possible for Lando di Piero of Siena to sculpt this cross from this wood in
the likeness [‘similitudine’], of the true Jesus Christ to recall for people the passion of Jesus
Christ Son of God and of the Blessed Virgin Mary, therefore you true and holy cross of Jesus
Christ Son of God, render the said Lando to God.

In addition to this plea, Lando added the following words:

The year of our Lord 1337 [1338 modern style], January, this figure was completed in the
likeness [‘similitudine’] of Jesus Christ crucified, true and living Son of God. And one should
venerate him and not this wood. (Cooper 2006, pp. 47–48)

In line with authoritative theology, Lando urged people to look beyond the material image and venerate
a prototype that was not present in the image.

One hundred and fifty years prior to Lando, in the 1230s, the bishop of Paris William of Auvergne
wrote in his De legibus: “( . . . ) there are many simple folks ( . . . ) who make no distinction in their
prayers between the images of saints and the saints themselves; nay those prayers which they should
make to the saint they make to the image” (Maniura and Shepherd 2006, p. 8). William claims that an
understanding of divine presence in religious imagery implied a cognitive error by “simple folks”,
most likely referring to (groups of) lay worshippers. William’s statement indicates that lay people
held opinions towards the ability of matter to disclose the divine that diverged from authoritative
theology. Before discussing late medieval belief in the ontology of holy matter, let us look as William’s
statement concerning the various strata in society who held correspondingly different beliefs regarding
the potential of objects and images.

As mentioned above, the presence of God in the world could be experienced in small glimpses
on earth. Towards the later Middle Ages, the allegorical potential of images as pointers to an unseen
transcendent truth was supplemented with a belief in the potential of divinity embodied in material
objects, surpassing its symbolical or allegorical limitation. A multitude of images and objects all over
Western Christianity were believed to be miraculous. The surviving written corpus on late medieval
miracle working images is indeed vast (Freedberg 1989, pp. 299–301).

However, that the holy could reside in matter was far from universally accepted and was treated
with ambivalence and sometimes condemnation by several learned theologians (Bynum 2011, chp. II).
Certain cults, such as the blood-spotted wafers at Wilsnack, was criticized by several contemporary
authorities (Bynum 2011, chp. II). According to Caroline W. Bynum, miraculous images made learned
theologians uneasy and, as a result, they “jumped through intellectual hoops to avoid certain other
implications of the idea that the holy is instantiated in matter” (Bynum 2011, p. 154). Hans Belting has
stated that the philosophical and ontological difference between image and person depicted was of
little interest to thinkers in the Latin west during the Middle Ages. The authority of miraculous images
“lay rather in their unusual history rather than in their ability to be an incarnation of the person”
(Belting 1994, pp. 304–8). Despite what motives have been assigned to late medieval theological
thinkers in order to avoid the issue, the result was that the theology of holy matter was confusing
and ambiguous (Bynum 2011, p. 164). According to Bynum: “Everyone condemned everyone else
for misunderstanding how the divine intersected with the material, but no one denied that it did”
(Bynum 2011, p. 165). It has been argued that highly intellectually and theologically defined beliefs,
emphasizing the abstract, rational, systematic and dogmatic, stood in opposition to a more popular,
irrational, emotional and object-based way of believing (Diedrichs 2005, pp. 34–35). But, as we shall
see below, such a distinction is quite problematic.

Just as most people shared the understanding of the divine’s ability to reside in matter (although
by some restricted to the host and relics), the understanding of the human senses was most likely also
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shared by all strata of society. During the Middle Ages, experiences through human sensorium were
believed to form the basis of all knowledge (Carruthers 2013, p. 17). As mentioned above, human
sensory apparatus was structured and formed in order to apprehend the signs of God’s presence in
the world (Jørgensen 2015, pp. 25–31). By the later Middle Ages, a more practical way of believing,
including perception and sense-based religious experiences, gained influence. People who had not
necessarily had the education to access the intellectual dimension of the mysterium fidei, relied on
their senses in their devotion (Diedrichs 2005, pp. 92–93). As a result of the acknowledgement of
sense-based religious experiences, the role of images and objects was accentuated. Late medieval
monstrances and reliquaries were designed to make hosts and relics visually accessible, testifying to
the desire for visual contact between the pious and God. In a corresponding way, amulets served the
need for haptic religious experiences. Images throughout western Christianity were held, kissed and in
other ways venerated, in contact with human sensory apparatus. Artefacts such as images, sculptures,
reliquaries and monstrances were material expressions of devotional practices that in most cases were
facilitated, and thus sanctioned, within the ecclesiastical sphere. As mentioned above, amulets could
also be produced by priests, monks and men and women of religious authority.

All of these examples illustrate a shared belief throughout the religious community both in the
human hagiosensorium and in the potential of the holy to be instantiated in matter. Ecclesiastical
authorities did indeed enable and sanction image worship and amuletic practices. Educated men and
women of the church took part in the same culture as the uneducated, which makes it difficult to draw
a hard line between all theologians on one side and lay people on the other. It has been argued that a
distinctive line can only be drawn between a relatively small group of theologians of monastic circles
whose writings have influenced our current understanding of the epoch today (Diedrichs 2005, p. 93).
Instead of viewing theologians and lay people as two opposite and conflicting poles, perhaps a more
nuanced and dynamic way of understanding the late medieval religious community is seeing the
different arguments, understandings and practices as continuous negotiations to overcome disharmony.

When returning to the question of the ontology and perceptions as to what made an amulet
effective, it cannot be ruled out that some bearers used the amulet as a prop accompanied neither by
any devotional activity nor recognition of God as the working force behind the object nor a belief in a
divinity present in the object. When amulets were used detached from religious understanding, the
object could have been perceived as a magical device and hence in opposition to authoritative theology.

However, it must be assumed that a textual amulet containing a Christian prayer was most
often used within a Christian context, with a belief in God working either in or through the object.
The prototype addressed in the prayer written on an amulet was of course to be venerated. Presumably,
the textual or visual content held a cognizance for the bearer, and attention was correspondingly given
to the written and iconographical content of the amulet. Some preserved Norwegian amulets are
made of lead, folded up in the shape of crosses and rectangles, with inscriptions inside. If opened
up, the lead plates would have broken off, so any written content of such a lead amulet would not
have been regularly read (Imer and Olesen 2018). In the same manner, if the carrier was illiterate,
the content could not have been read by the bearer. If the content was in Latin, it is questionable if he
or she fully understood the text.

However, that the words written on the amulet were not read does not necessarily mean that the
carrier had no conscious awareness of its content. The prayers could have been read or explained
for them when the amulet was made. Furthermore, as mentioned above, to read or hear someone
else read the content of the amulet, was just one of several ways to perform a prayer. Amulets hung
around the neck were visually and tactilely accessible with ease, and amulets placed in protective
containers could have been taken out and seen, felt and handled as a part of a haptic devotional act.
The material presence of the amulet, the feeling of the object on the body, could have served as a
reminder to initiate further devotional activity. The amulet could also have served as a memory aid
of the content known to the bearer. As mentioned above, rhyme and rhythm would have facilitated
recollection. Perhaps the presence of the amulet would have urged the bearer to recite the verse learned
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by heart. In addition, the images drawn outside of both the Torpo and the parchment amulet, could
have functioned as mnemotechnical aids of the content inside. It must then be assumed that veneration
and devotion was indeed shown to God as He made the amulet effective in line with Thomas Aquinas’
view discussed above.

Where does that leave the ontological status of the amulet? Was the amulet effective solely as a
result of the veneration shown to the prototype? We have every reason to assume that the material
presence of the amulet was believed to cause healing and an apotropaic effect. If not, then why
bother with the material object at all? In order to shed light on the ontological belief in late medieval
wonderworking objects, the next part of the article will draw comparable lines between amuletic
practices and venerations of miraculous crosses.

13. Amuletic Practices and Venerations of Miraculous Crosses

In a European context, there are many stories of people addressing their prayers to a cross
or crucifix and that in response, the image spoke, moved, bled or in other ways interacted with
the worshipper (Bynum 2011; Freedberg 1989 and Maniura 2018, p. 64). Although the belief in
divine presence was contested during the Middle Ages, it is hard to deny the belief in the agency of
wonderworking images—they were, by many, understood to hold a capacity to act, influence and
change the material world. Also in medieval Norway, many crosses and crucifixes were believed to
be wonderworking.

Many medieval crosses were of obscure origins, often connected to acheiropoietic legends or
legends where the cross had demanded to be placed in a specific church. These stories contributed
to an understanding of the image as an independent agent, embodying a sacred presence. In Røldal,
for example, several legends on the origins of the cross are preserved: one says that is was found in the
mountains, three others that it was found at sea or in fjords. Despite their differences, all legends claim
that it was the cross itself that expressed its will to be placed in Røldal church (Dalen 1960, pp. 74–77).
These legends all contribute to an understanding that this image, not made by human hands, was
elevated above similar depictions, and that the cross itself was able to articulate the will of God. In a
comparable manner, the cross-prayer was believed to be written by pope Leo III or even Christ himself.
The analogous holy origin of both wonderworking cross and the amuletic cross-prayer, served to
elevate the ontology of both groups of objects.

To be in the proximity of the miraculous cross was paramount, and many holy crosses were locus
for pilgrimage activity. In many cases, the cross should even be touched directly by the worshippers
for increased efficacy. In Røldal for example, sweat from the crucifix would be wiped off by cloths
and then pressed or fastened to the injured or sick parts of the bodies for healing. One of the most
renowned miraculous crosses in Western Europe, is the Volto Santo of Lucca. The current crucifix is a
thirteenth-century copy (Belting 1994, pp. 304–5 and Fishburne 2010, pp. 151–52), as the first crucifix
was eroded as worshippers carved small pieces off the sculpture. The cross, and the many pieces carved
from it, were thus treated like relics (Fishburne 2010). The understanding of the material presence of a
wonderworking cross can therefore not be underestimated. To keep a part of the material object for
personal use, carried on the body, whether a cloth with sweat or a piece of wood, was a testimony
to the belief in the object per se. The similarities to amuletic practices are evident. Undoubtedly,
the worshipper in Røldal believed it was God who made the sculpture sweat, it was God who made
the crucifix efficacious. The prototype was not believed to be detached from the miraculous object.
But at the same time, God had chosen to manifest himself through this particular object, elevating the
ontology of the cross in question.

The visual difference between a small piece of paper and a large polychrome wooden cross is
obvious. At first glance, the Torpo amulet is unimpressive, almost unnoticeable. Both the small size
and the low-status medium of perishable paper limits its material and visual qualities. Meant for
personal protection, the amulet was presumably kept inaccessible for other than the bearer. A large
cross on the other hand, was invested with symbolic, referential and aesthetic value, in many cases a
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result of supreme craftmanship. A large cross was, based on the extant Norwegian material, made of
wood, painted and could also be adorned with precious stones and gold and staged as the public focal
point in the church.

Despite the apparent differences, a material cross and a textual amulet could conceptually express
the same belief in the apotropaic powers of material objects. The apotropaic power of the cross
addressed in the portable amulet was analogous to the power of the cross in church, and offered
an expanded protection outside the ecclesiastical sphere, more far-reaching and personal than the
immobile public cross in church, based on the proximity between bearer and object.

No one would claim that everyone in late medieval society shared a uniform and coherent opinion
and set of beliefs regarding the ontology of religious objects. Rather, religious beliefs and practices
were multifaceted, in some cases conflicting and constantly shifting. Many people may have believed
in amulets and crosses in accordance with authoritative theology, that God worked through the object.
At the same time, the potential for divine presence was understood to be there, under the surface of the
material wonderworking object. The required physical connection between supplicant and material
object testifies to a belief in the object itself. In this way, an amulet or a large cross in church could serve
as a medium through which God could extend his power and establish a connection between Himself
and the bearer. These objects were believed to make the sensuous divine accessible for humans, serving
as holy locus—meeting point—between God and humans.

14. Protection through a Plethora of Objects

Textual amulets and large crosses were, however, not the only media that offered protection and
healing. Above, we have seen that the Ave Gemma and the cross-prayer appeared both in amuletic form
and in devotional books. A codex containing religious literature could be used amuletically to protect
or cure and could, for example, be placed upon a sick person for healing. By the end of the Middle Ages,
protection could be sought through a plethora of different objects, materials and practices, not only
amulets and devotional and liturgical books, but also liturgical benedictions and relics, for example
(Skemer 2006, pp. 57 and 68). There were, in other words, an abundance of complementary sources,
understood as different paths all leading to the same goal.

This intermedial concept of protection can be observed in a preserved cross, now at the Museum
of Cultural History in Oslo (C23299) (Figure 10). In 1923, a medieval silver double cross was found
during construction work in Tønsberg, a town in the south east of Norway. The cross is only 7.1 cm tall
with precious stones at the end of each cross arm. In the middle is a piece of wood still intact, most
likely a relic from the True Cross. In the top vertical beam is a small ring through which a chain could
be threaded. This object incorporates several aspects of how divine protection could be evoked—as
mentioned above, the wood of the True Cross was believed to have miraculous powers already from
the point of discovery. An inclusion of a relic from the True Cross would undoubtedly have enhanced
the apotropaic qualities of the Tønsberg-cross. The preserved ring on top of the cross indicates that this
was a pendant, meant to be carried around the neck, close to the body, analogous to that of a textual
amulet. The Tønsberg-cross was thus both symbol and prototype, both a relic and amulet.
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Figure 10. The Tønsberg cross. Silver and amethysts. H 7.1 cm. In the middle of the cross is an extant
piece of wood. Photo: Kaja M. H. Hagen.

15. The Post-Reformation Understanding of Miraculous Crosses

In 1536–1537, Norway was made subject to the Danish crown and the new Lutheran faith was
implemented in the new kingdom of Denmark-Norway. The introduction of Protestantism entailed a
revised attitude towards earthly matter as carrier of the divine. The medieval veneration of matter
was, according to Luther, a deceitful staging carried out by the papal church in an attempt to control
the faithful beholder. Yet Luther never dismissed the idea of matter as a potential carrier of the divine.
Rather, his defense of the ubiquity of Christ implied an omnipresence of God, a presence without limits
imposed by time or space (McGrath 1999, p. 189 and Luther 1989, pp. 64–65). By denoting Christ’s
own words in Matthew 26: 26, hoc est corpus meum, Luther confined God’s presence to the Eucharist
(Luther 1989, p. 82).

Prior to the Reformation, the anchoring of Lutheran ideas and belief was minimal among the
Norwegian population and the old beliefs and practices continued for several decades, and in some
cases centuries (Kolsrud 1939; Oftestad et al. 1993; Imsen 2016 and Laugerud 2018). What happened to
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the venerated images and amulets under the new paradigm? In the following, religious instruction,
didactic texts, Luther’s own words and studies of the Lutheran priests’ practical work in early modern
Denmark-Norway will shed light on the post-Reformation understanding and treatment of amulets
and miraculous crosses in Norway.

As Norway became subject to the Danish crown, religious instructions and regulations penned in
Denmark also applied to Norway. In line with Luther’s own writings, Danish religious instructions,
such as the Church Ordinance of 1537 and the visitation book written by the influential bishop and
reformer Peder Palladius, stated that images that were worshipped in an incorrect manner were to
be removed or burned. Palladius’ visitation book offers a glimpse of what was regarded as false
or wrong veneration: (i) images that were sought out, most likely referring to extra-liturgical cultic
images, images that were believed to embody a divine presence and images which attracted pilgrims,
(ii) images that received gifts in the form of wax dolls, understood as votive offerings, and (iii) images
that the faithful hang crutches on, most likely referring to the practice of leaving crutches after healing
in the presence of a miraculous image (Palladius 2003, pp. 39 and 141). All other images were to remain
in church. The congregation was to be instructed in the correct understanding of images—images
could be useful as didactic tools and aesthetic objects, but could not offer the pious a glimpse of the
divine. An image was nothing but lifeless matter, not a medium between God and humans.

Thirty years after the Reformation, the religious and spiritual changes in Norway were limited,
however (Kolsrud 1939). In 1572, in order to educate the people on the correct understanding of
images, the bishop in Bergen, Jens Skielderup, published a didactic book formed as a dialogue between
a peasant and a priest. Skielderup was clearly inspired by more image-hostile theologians, such
as Niels Hemmingsen and John Calvin. The peasant articulates Luther’s more tolerant view on
images, while the priest, lecturing to the ignorant peasant, paraphrases Calvin and Hemmingsen.
The peasant asks why the images cannot remain in the church, as they do neither good nor harm
(Skielderup 1572/1905, pp. 34f). This argument is easily recognizable as a Lutheran adiaphora-argument.
But the priest cannot accept this stance—not everyone possesses the wisdom to know that images are
simply dead pieces of wood, (“døde Træstytter”) deprived of sacredness. An image is indeed harmful
if someone worships it, the priest explains. The peasant continues, wanting to know why images
cannot remain as “biblia pauperum” in accordance with Gregory the Great’s view. The priest dismisses
this old and well-known justification of images, claiming that this argument was not anchored in the
bible (Skielderup 1572/1905, p. 38f). “How about the crucifix? Can one have a crucifix?”, the peasant
presses on. And the priest reluctantly answers, “If you were to have an image on the altar, it should be
a crucifix” (Skielderup 1572/1905, p. 53f). Skielderup reasons that a crucifix would be acceptable—but
he dared not decide this definitely as he feared the wrong use of such an image and explicitly warns
against the idolatry caused by the crosses in “Fana, Oppdal, Røldal and Austad and many other places
in Norway” (Skielderup 1572/1905, pp. 53–54).22 This passage sheds light on several aspects of the
early Protestant understanding of holy crosses: firstly, it testifies to the understanding that many
crosses in medieval Norway were indeed venerated; secondly that the practice continued after the
Reformation; thirdly, that even in the strictest post-Reformation writings, crosses and crucifixes seem
to have been accepted—as long as they were not venerated.

It is questionable how much influence Skielderup’s book gained. Despite Skielderup’s attempt to
implement a new attitude towards images and despite the theological instructions mentioned above, it
seems that many of the crosses connected to unaccepted veneration remained in the churches. Most
likely, their potential for didactic functions secured their prolonged ecclesiastical presence. Today,

22 Translated by the author. Original text: “Skulde mand haffue nogen Lignelse eller Billede paa Alteret/da maatte det heldst være it
Crucifix/Thi efferdi alting som der handlis/bør at lyde om Christo alene/saa skulde oc Bemalingen eller Billedet være om hannem: Men
her tør jeg intet beslutte/Thi den hellige Scrifft lyder intet der om/oc Christus oc Apostlerne vise oss til Ordet/mand skal oc befrycte at der
kand opkomme med tiden saadan Vrangbrug der hoss/som skede udi Paffuedommit hoss kaarssit i Fane/Opdal/Rørigedal/Eustad/oc mange
andre steds her i Norge.”
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as mentioned above, as many as 170 crosses have survived, and among them are 10 of the crosses that
the sources show as receiving pilgrims and gifts. The famous sweating crucifix from Røldal was visited
by pilgrims seeking healing up to the nineteenth century, and is still in situ.

We do not know if the cross that was once a part of the Calvary group in Torpo was in any way
venerated against the Lutheran instructions. Today, the cross is missing, but we do not know why
and when it was removed. It has been suggested that the Calvary group once formed the backdrop
for a cross altar.23 After the Reformation, the numerous altars in churches were to be removed as a
church was to have one altar only (Palladius 2003, p. 39). It is a possibility that the Torpo cross was
removed or relocated as the probable cross altar was deconstructed. Perhaps the cross was damaged,
or it may simply have gone out of fashion and was replaced by the newer seventeenth-century crucifix
currently hanging in the church. It cannot, however, be ruled out that the cross was removed as a result
of unacceptable veneration. It seems strange to leave the iconographical motif, the Calvary Group—a
motif that seem to have been accepted even by image-hostile Lutheran theologians—without the most
central piece, the crucifix. There must have been weighty reasons for removing the crucifix and hence
leaving the rest of the composition incomplete.

16. The Post-Reformation Understanding of Textual Amulets

The Torpo amulet was made just years before the Reformation was implemented in Norway. Not
only false veneration of images, but also the use of textual amulets was strongly condemned by Luther
and later Lutheran theologians. To write the opening words of John or the words ‘Ihesus Nazarenus
Rex Judeorum’ on a piece of paper and hang it in a container around the neck—as seen in both the
Torpo amulet and the parchment amulet—was used as a prime example by Luther to illustrate misuse
and religious malpractice (Luther 1957, pp. 106–7). Luther associated the practice of textual amulets
with witchcraft and sorcery. To believe that a piece of paper hung around the neck could protect the
bearer was, according to Luther, “customary in the papacy” and a godless act (Skemer 2006, p. 67).

The same rhetoric was used by Danish theologians. In Niels Hemmingsen’s 1575 book on witchcraft
and demonology, Admonitio de superstitionibus magicis vitandis, Hemmingsen states that written words,
signs and symbols held no power (Gilje and Rasmussen 2002, p. 249). In the same book, he also
states that benedictions, either performed orally or written down, could indeed influence humans and
nature, he would not deny that, but it was always the Devil who was responsible. In all forms of magic,
benevolent or malevolent, the devil was the causa efficiens (Gilje and Rasmussen 2002, pp. 248–50).

During the Middle Ages, the term ‘magic’ was, as mentioned earlier in the article, reserved
for demonic magic. After the Reformation, the term was used for both benevolent and malevolent
practices, the first category encompassing all forms of religious activities not in line with Lutheran
theology. Remaining medieval devotional practices—including amuletic devotion—were labelled
superstitio and demonic magic according to authoritative Lutheran theology.24

Although Thomas Aquinas accepted the use of some amulets if veneration was shown to God
as the working force behind the object, theological opposition to amulets could also be found in the
Middle Ages (Skemer 2006, p. 58–66). Luther and Lutheran theologians’ attack on the use of amulets
is, however, a break with medieval theology, as amuletic practices were described as demonic sorcery

23 Please see Linn W. Borgen’s forthcoming Ph.-D. thesis. University of Oslo, Oslo, Norway.
24 In an educational book from 1601, Hemmingsen and Reravius equates “blessings, measurings and writings for diseases” with

ungodly acts, and the people performing such activities as corrupted by the Devil (Hemmingsen and Reravius 1601/1618.
Please also see Helge A. Staxrud’s forthcoming Ph.-D. thesis. University of Oslo, Oslo, Norway.) The original text in the
introduction to the 1618 edition of the book, Reravisu writes “Gunstige Læser/denne undervisning om den store oc gruelige Guds
bespottelse/som skeer met Troldom/signelse/manelse/oc anden saadan vanbrug/er saare fornøden/vel at betracte/effterdi Dieffuelen stedse oc
altid tracter at forføre Menniskene/til all vrang oc falsk Tro oc mening/til Troldom/Signelse/Maalelse/manelse/spaadom/ oc anden saadan
Guds allerhelligste Naffns oc Ords vanbrug/saa at vi maa vel beklage det alt formeget/mere end sanden at være/det den hellige Apostel
Paulus/udi sin Epistel til de Epheser/i det andet Capitel/udi sin tid klager/saa sigendis: Dieffuelen haffuer i denne tid sin Gierning
i Vantroens Børn. Item/til Timothæum i den anden Epistel/Cap ii. siger hand om de Ugudelige/at de ere fangne aff Dieffuelen/effter
hans Villie.”
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under the new paradigm. The belief in sorcery and witchcraft in the post-Reformation society was
real and people did believe in the efficacy of magic (Gilje and Rasmussen 2002, p. 242). Theological
condemnation of textual amulets could be seen as an attempt to control and constrain the evil powers,
but categorizations and accusations of magic, witchcraft and sorcery can also be understood as social,
cultural and/or religious constructions, in line with Lutheran efforts to change the old beliefs and
practices still valid among common people.

However, recent studies of the role of the early modern Lutheran priest indicate that the normative
ideal expressed in the vast corpus of early Lutheran writings could be far from the practical everyday
challenges facing the priests in the parishes. Despite their efforts in convincing the parishioners with
persuasive arguments in favour of the new faith, old practices and beliefs, intertwined in the daily life
of most people, were difficult to eradicate. Authoritative Lutheran theology was in several instances
interpreted and negotiated in order to adapt to local traditions and rituals (Appel and Fink-Jensen 2009),
and it cannot be ruled out that some priests looked the other way when it came to amuletic practices.

We know that many of the old religious practices continued for a long time after the Reformation,
as was probably also the case with amulets. In 1584, a citizen of the high society in Stavanger sought
help for his wife who was believed to have been afflicted by maleficium. In order to help her, a man
known to have “magical” skills were summoned, and he carved five crosses into the woman’s flesh
(Gilje and Rasmussen 2002, pp. 241–43).25 This story reveals several aspects of religious beliefs in the
post-Reformation society: firstly, that the apotropaic belief in the cross persisted for decades after the
Reformation; secondly, that practices of haptic devotion correspondingly continued; thirdly, that the
cognitive universe of haptic devotion and apotropaic crosses was shared by both high and low classes in
Norwegian society also after the Reformation; and fourthly, that the understanding of how forces in the
world worked remained the same across the confessional change—God was responsible for the good in
the world, and the Devil for the bad, such as diseases and accidents (Gilje and Rasmussen 2002, p. 239).
Amuletic practices and amulets were devotional tools that armed the bearer against the ever-present
disasters, dangers and daemons both before and after the confessional change.

In 1901/1902, the Lutheran theologian Anton Chr. Bang collected the content and use of textual
amulets and related devotional practices in Norway from the thirteenth century up to that point
(Bang 1901/1902). The largest part of the collection are medical and practical advices. Two aspects of
this work are of particular interest for this study. Firstly, many prayers and practices collected and
recorded in the book from the nineteenth century do indeed resemble medieval devotional activities.
Of course, it cannot be claimed that all the prayers, rubrics and formulas in Bang’s collection are
of medieval origin or that they are blueprints of medieval practices. Nonetheless, there are many
similarities—several prayers are addressed to the Virgin, such as prayers in hope for relief from
toothache (Bang 1901/1902, pp. 532–33). Furthermore, many rubrics are similar to the medieval ones.
The material shows that many prayers were to be written down and carried on the body. Secondly,
the book’s title is Witch Formulas and Magical Recipes.26 When the amulet from Torpo was registered in
the Diplomatarium Norvegicum, it was, in a corresponding manner, described as “sorcerous spell or
amulet”.27 To label remnants of medieval devotional activities as sorcery, seem to have an accepted
principle of classification, also in the nineteenth century. In this article, I seek to argue that in its original
context, the Torpo amulet was a material expression of the bearer’s devotion, a medium between God
and man and a belief in the healing and protective power of the cross, not an instrument of witchcraft.

25 The story of the crosses carved into the woman’s flesh, reached Jørgen Eriksen, the bishop in Stavanger. He addressed
this incident with King Fredrik II who issued a law against practices such as carving of crosses, benediction and
readings that were to help against diseases. For practitioners of such magic, the penalty was death, without mercy
(Gilje and Rasmussen 2002, p. 244). Original text: “Folk befindes, som enten at bruge eller gjøre saadanne forargelig ukristelig
Middel, enten med Kors, Signelse, Lærning og anden saadan ugudelige og ukristelig Handel, ( . . . ) da at skulle lade dennem straffe paa
Livet uden al Naade ( . . . ).”

26 Original title: Norske Hexeformularer og magiske Opskrifter.
27 Original text: “benyttet som Trylleformular eller Amulet”, Diplomatarium Norvegicum, 12, no. 266.
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It is reasonable to assume that the understanding of the Torpo amulet was in continuance with
medieval devotional practices for a long period after the Reformation, as we know that the old beliefs
did persist, but we cannot know for how long. Disrupted from Rome, over time the Catholic religious
and spiritual influence became meagre, and we cannot rule out that the once devotional tool could
have been used for other ends.

In Vinje, a small village in the south of Norway, the old church was demolished and a new one
erected at the end of the eighteenth century. During the demolition, medieval parchment leaves, many
of them dated from around 1480, were found under the wooden boards in the chancel. These texts were
later published under the name The Book from Vinje. The Eldest Book on Black Magic from the Norwegian
Middle Ages (Garstein 1993).28 The first part of the book contained medical and practical advice. Some
were accompanied with rubrics and incantations in order to increase the effect. The next part contained
hymns to the Virgin, a fragmentarily preserved legend of the Virgin and prayers directed to saints.
The greater part of this book was in other words not a book of black magic, at least not in its original
context. The categorization of the book as altogether sorcery is best understood as another expression
of Lutheran condemnation towards remnants of Catholic devotional practices.

The Torpo prayer was found in 1880, but we do not know when it was placed in the church.
Would it be possible for a piece of paper to lie under the floor for centuries without deteriorating? Is it
possible that the Torpo prayer was placed under the floor boards shortly before the demolishment
of the chancel? Could the Torpo amulet have continued to function as an amulet or perhaps as a
birth-girdle for women in the community for years, perhaps centuries after the Reformation?

It is not only The Book from Vinje and the amulet from Torpo that were found in churches. Amulets
have also been found under the floor in both Borgund stave church and Årdal church for example
(Bang 1901/1902, p. 470). If textual amulets were condemned by the Protestant clergy and believed to
be objects of black magic, the obvious question is why these objects were placed and hidden inside
churches. It is hard to imagine that it was possible to place a manuscript or an amulet under the
floorboards in the church’s chancel without the acceptance or at least the knowledge of the act by the
local priest. One explanation could be that the priest sought control over these unwanted objects. But
why were the amulets simply not thrown away or burned? Could the placement inside the church
be understood as a recognition of the power of the written word after all? A rubric before a prayer
to St. Dorothy in the Danish prayer book AM 418, 12◦ may shed light on the placement of the Torpo
prayer. The rubric reads “In that house, where her image [St. Dorothy] is written, that house will not be
damaged by fire”.29 The amulet could thus have been placed inside the church for protection from fire.

17. Concluding Remarks

The small textual amulet in Torpo was made at the end of the fifteenth century, when Norway
was still a part of the Roman church, and while the belief in apotropaic agency of both amulet and
cross was still rooted among the faithful. In its original context, the Torpo amulet was an object of
devotion, carried as a material expression of the cross’ capacity to protect and heal the pious. After the
Reformation, amulets were labelled as objects for demonic and magical use. To describe the textual
amulet from Torpo as a device used in magic and witchcraft, is to disregard the function and the
meanings ascribed to it in its original context.

During the Middle Ages, multiple functions and layers of meaning were incorporated in the
image of the cross. The cross was a symbol of the redemption of humankind, a didactic symbol, a
referential image of the crucifixion and an aesthetic embellishment. The cross was also a miraculous
object offering healing and protection to the faithful. Many crosses and crucifixes in medieval Norway

28 Original title: Vinjeboka. Den eldste svartebok fra norsk middelalder.
29 (Nielsen 1946–1982, II. 327). Translated by the author. Original text: “Och huilket hws hennes belethe er screuenth wthi Thet hws

maa ey worthe ild skadhe”.
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were believed to be wonderworking. As we have seen, many amulets, also in a Norwegian context,
had crosses inscribed, were made in shape of crosses or contained prayers addressing the cross.

Protection could be sought from a variety of practices and material objects, not only textual
amulets and large wonderworking crosses. These two categories of objects seem nevertheless to have
accentuated the apotropaic and healing potential offered by the cross, and both categories of objects
were treated as a meeting place between God and humans with a capacity to influence the lives of
the pious.

We do not know to whom the Torpo prayer belonged, neither do we know when it was placed in
the chancel of the church. We do know, however, that the prayer was not thrown away or burned,
but transferred back to the realm of the sacred. Perhaps this act can be interpreted as a persisting belief
in the power originally ascribed to the amulet.
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Abstract: The present study describes the function of small-scale maiolica sanctuaries and chapels
created in Italy in the sixteenth century. The so-called eremi encouraged a multisensory engagement
of the faithful with complex structures that included receptacles for holy water, openings for the
burning of incense, and moveable parts. They depicted a saint contemplating a crucifix or a book in
a landscape and, as such, they provided a model for everyday pious life. Although they were less
lifelike than the full-size recreations of holy sites, such as the Sacro Monte in Varallo, they had the
significant advantage of allowing more spontaneous handling. The reduced scale made the objects
portable and stimulated a more immediate pious experience. It seems likely that they formed part of
an intimate and private setting. The focused attention given here to works by mostly anonymous
artists reveals new categories of analysis, such as their religious efficacy. This allows discussion
of these neglected artworks from a more positive perspective, in which their spiritual significance,
technical accomplishment and functionality come to the fore.

Keywords: Italian Renaissance; devotion; home; La Verna; sanctuaries; maiolica; sculptures;
multisensory experience

1. Introduction

During the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, ideas about religious sculpture still followed two
conflicting trains of thought. On the one hand, writers understood the efficacy of both sculptural and
painted images at impressing the divine image onto the mind and soul of the beholder. On the other
hand, especially in the context of the home, writers expressed justifiable concern about unorthodox,
physical interactions with three-dimensional images (Sarnecka 2018b, p. 274; Galandra Cooper 2019).
The present study focuses on the function of small-scale maiolica models of sanctuaries and chapels,
a group of devotional objects that has never been studied before in relation to their specific form and
medium. Created for a domestic space, to be handled and remind their beholders of the need for a
pious life, these are among the most interesting devotional maiolica objects from the point of view
of their function. They suggest ways in which artistic ingenuity satisfied the devotional needs of
the faithful.

The devotional sculptures recorded in Renaissance inventories are rarely identified by their
makers and it seems that subject matter and material were much more important aspects for fifteenth-
and sixteenth-century beholders than for audiences today.1 Of primary concern for original viewers
was the devotional significance of the represented scene and the role of the object in everyday
life, rather than its specific attributions. In the selection of themes, small-scale maiolica sculpture
in part reflected the iconographies of large-scale glazed terracotta altarpieces. The iconography

1 Some exceptional examples, when the maker is specified, include Fra Saba’s bust of St John the Baptist by Donatello
(Thornton 1997, pp. 106–7) and two terracotta figures by ‘Benedetto ischultore’ (Benedetto da Maiano) acquired by Luigi
Martelli in 1489 (Lydecker 1987, p. 127).
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of small-scale figures has sometimes been discussed in relation to free-standing terracotta groups
painted in cold polychromy from the Po Valley region, created by such celebrated Renaissance artists
as Niccolò dell’Arca (c. 1435–1494) or Guido Mazzoni (c. 1445–1518), set in purpose-made niches
in various churches (Ravanelli Guidotti 1998, p. 221; Palvarini Gobio Casali 2000; Reale et al. 2008;
Bonsanti and Piccinini 2009). The Nativity and the Passion scenes, which were the most popular
narratives represented in these life-size terracotta groups, were also illustrated in small-scale glazed
terracotta sculptures (Paolinelli 2014; Sarnecka 2018a). The relationship between large- and small-scale
sculptures went beyond their common iconographies; scholars have observed the importance
of mimesis for both artistic products and the common attention given to the facial expressions
(Ravanelli Guidotti 1998, p. 221). The highly individual features of Guido Mazzoni’s life-size sculptures
moved the souls of beholders towards a more intense reliving of the sacred events (Lugli 1990, p. 32).
We find the same attention given to individual characterizations of figures and settings in small maiolica
figures. Unlike large-scale glazed terracotta altarpieces located on high altars or in side-chapels, which
functioned primarily as a focal point of devotion during the liturgy, small-scale devotional statuettes
fulfilled a variety of different roles. The decoration of everyday objects, such as inkstands, was just one
of them (Piccini 2002; Marini 2007; Sarnecka 2018a).

Small, colourful glazed terracotta models of chapels welcomed more direct, physical, and
intimate interactions, thus better serving the needs of family worship than large-scale altarpieces
in the same medium created by artists from the specialized workshops of the Della Robbia and
the Buglioni. Yet, devotional sculptural maiolica is often omitted not only from discussions of
glazed terracotta sculpture, but also from studies of Italian Renaissance maiolica, which has privileged
investigation of the so-called piatti istoriati—maiolica plates most frequently decorated with classical and
mythological scenes. Only recently have scholars taken up sculptural maiolica (Ravanelli Guidotti 1998;
Thornton and Wilson 2009; Warren 2014, 2016; Wilson 2016, 2017) and explored its role in Italian
devotional practices (Paolinelli 2014; Sarnecka 2018a, 2018b). The attention given here to maiolica
models of chapels and sanctuaries reveals new categories of analysis, such as their special religious
efficacy, innovative artistic solutions informing devotional experiences and the agency of domestic
sculpture. These maiolica objects solicited specific actions through their form, material, iconography
and sometimes accompanying texts.

2. Discussion of the Type

During the sixteenth century the Italian city of Urbino became a centre for the production
of small-scale maiolica sculptures. The Fontana workshop, active in the city from the mid-1550s
(Wilson and Sani 2007, vol. 1, p. 201), gave new impetus to the development of sculptural ceramics
(Watson 1986, p. 20). Towards the end of the century, the Patanazzi family, documented in Urbino from
around 1575 until 1618 and related to the Fontana workshop, became involved in three-dimensional
maiolica (Gardelli 1991, p. 131; Wilson 1996, p. 370; Negroni 1998). To these families, we owe the
development of the small maiolica objects that show a chapel, set in a suggestive landscape, with a
saintly figure kneeling in prayer or standing, whilst reading a devotional book (Table 1). These forms
originated towards the mid-sixteenth century and became increasingly popular by 1600.

These objects, described by contemporary sources as tempietti or eremi, seem to have played a
significant role in shaping the domestic devotional experience (Figure 1). An inventory of the Palazzo
Ducale in Urbino indicates a great number of similar objects and confirms that they were used in
private residences (Sangiorgi 1976). The document, compiled in 1609, was the first such list created for
the duke; the objects listed might have been in the palace for a long time before the beginning of the
seventeenth century. The maiolica eremi described in the inventory include a representation of Christ
praying in a garden accompanied by an angel, St Jerome in a grotto with the Crucified Christ and two
angels above, St Jerome with one angel above, St Mary Magdalene praying before a crucifix below a
church atop the grotto, St Mary Magdalene in her cell with four angels and the Crucifix (Figure 2),
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St Francis in prayer, and a mountain formed of three sections that included the Virgin, St Francis of
Paula and St Francis of Assisi (Sangiorgi 1976, pp. 188–89).

Table 1. The surviving examples of eremi known to the author, attributed to the Patanazzi Workshop.

Title Date Size Location
Inventory
Number

Bibliography

1.
Chapel with Mary

Magdalene Adoring the
Crucified Christ and Angels

1575–1600 unknown The State Hermitage
Museum, St Petersburg F 2884 (Ivanova 2003),

cat. no. 96

2. St Jerome Writing 1575–1600 h: 33 cm The State Hermitage
Museum, St Petersburg F 2528 (Ivanova 2003), cat. no.

97; (Kube 1976), no. 89.

3. Chapel with St Francis and
the Crucified Christ 1575–1600 h: 36 cm,

w: 38.5 cm
Victoria and Albert
Museum, London C.258–1926 (Rackham 1940),

cat. no. 854, pl. 136

4. Chapel with St
Mary Magdalene c. 1580 h: 47 cm;

w: 37 cm Private Collection unknown

(Paolinelli 2019b), p. 30;
Sales catalogue Finarte,
Milan, November 1964,

lot no. 73.

5. St Jerome Adoring
the Crucifix c. 1580 h: 36 cm;

w: 31 cm unknown location unknown
Sales catalogue Finarte,
Milan, November 1964,

lot no. 74.

6. Chapel with St Francis c. 1580 unknown

unknown location;
according to the

information obtained
from Professor Carmen
Ravanelli Guidotti once

in the Philadelphia
Museum of Art

unknown unpublished

7. Chapel with St Jerome c. 1590
h: 36 cm,
w: 35 cm,
d: 22 cm

unknown location unknown Sales catalogue Finarte,
Milan, November 1963

8. St Jerome Adoring
the Crucifix

end of 16th
century

h: 54.7 cm,
w: 41 cm.

Musée de la
Renaissance, Écouen Cluny 7605 (Giacomotti 1974),

cat. no. 1117, p. 375

9. Dominican Saint (?)
Praying before an Altarpiece

late
XVI–early

XVII c.

h: 38 cm,
w: 30 cm,
d: 20 cm

Museo di Arti
Applicate, Milan 3173 (Wilson 2000),

cat. no. 247

10. Chapel with St Francis and
the Santa Casa di Loreto

early
XVII c. h: 38 cm Palazzo Ducale, Urbino 1990 C 416 (Gardelli 1987),

cat. no. 26

These objects helped to shape the devotional experiences of people who interacted with them.
By viewing saintly figures such as St Jerome, St Francis or St Mary Magdalene in prayer, contemplating
the Crucified Christ or reading a devotional book, the faithful who owned these objects were inspired
to follow their example. At home, people used a range of different objects to enact their daily prayers.
The maiolica eremi may have been employed in private devotions alongside an actual prayer book or a
rosary—items depicted in the hands of the saintly figures.

Research conducted on the Renaissance practices of prayer demonstrates that people engaged
with the supernatural through sensory experience, which not only involved looking at images but
also touching and talking to them (Niccoli 2001, pp. 273–99; Brundin et al. 2018, pp. 179–80, 214–15).
This physical interaction was not limited to children’s prayers (Niccoli 2014, pp. 419–20). In fact,
the types of figures included in the maiolica models of chapels suggest that they were more suitable
for adults than for children. In his first regulation in the Regola del governo di cura familiare of 1419,
the Dominican preacher, Cardinal Giovanni Dominici, recommended that parents instruct their
children by showing them images of a Young Christ or John the Baptist or the two of them interacting
(Dominici 1860, p. 130). What Dominici had to say about the subject matter and the function of
paintings in domestic space also applied to statues: ‘e come dico di pinture, così dico di scolture’
(Dominici 1860, p. 131). Such comments imply a very specific kind of interaction with religious images
at home, one that gives priority to the iconography and type of representation over the issue of media.
Later, in the sixteenth century, Gabriele Paleotti’s guidelines stressed that all religious works of art
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have the same origins, as all artistic creation begins with a disegno, be it a flat image or one in relief
(Paleotti 2002, p. 16).

 

Figure 1. Urbino, Model Altar, c. 1575–1600, maiolica, h: 36 cm, w: 38.5 cm, Victoria and Albert
Museum, London, inv. no. C. 258–1926. Photograph© Victoria and Albert Museum, London.

Indeed, late Medieval and Renaissance polychromed terracotta sculptures point to the close
workshop ties between sculptors and painters. Scholars highlight the dilemma in describing devotional
reliefs by Antonio Rossellino (1427–1479), a celebrated Florentine artist, as a ‘painted sculpture’ or
‘painting in relief’ (Gentilini 2008, p. 35; Gentilini 2012). This difficulty with the categorization of
religious images was not confined to Tuscany. It was a common trend in Renaissance sculpture, linked
to the increasing popularity of the medium of polychromed terracotta, which partook of both painterly
and sculptural practice. In the case of glazed terracotta, its reflective surface both attracted the eye and
had the potential to distract the focused gaze away from the subject matter, so that the faithful could
approach the divine not only visually but also through the sense of touch, and subsequently with their
minds and souls.

The interchangeability of sculpted and painted images that both Dominici and Paleotti had identified
is attested in the written accounts, which shed light on the encounters with domestic devotional images.
The inventories of Renaissance households, stories of domestic miracles, and inquisitional records,
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typically use ambiguous terms, such as ‘cona’ or ‘figura’ (Henry 2011). Unless a document specifies
the material from which an object was made, it is impossible to determine its character. Brief terms,
such as ‘Item una madonna piccola’ or ‘Item doe madonne et uno presepio con proprio panisello’
(Sarnecka 2018a, p. 170), do not allow us to make clear distinctions between a flat image, a relief and
a free-standing figure. Furthermore, inventories prove that devotion at home was also practised in
front of multimedia structures. Examining notarial records from Rimini, Angelo Turchini transcribed
an inventory which recalled, in the camera da letto of one Francesco Bruni, aromatarius, ‘una tavola
depincta et dorata in la quale è depincta la figura de la gloriosa vergine Maria cum el suo dulcissimo
figliolo messer Ihesu in gremio [sic, possibly mistranscribed ‘grembo’] con la historia de li Magi che
lo adorano, antiqua [...] un crucifisso de petra terracocta depincto sopra dicta tavola (Turchini 1980,
p. 356) [A painted and gilded panel with the Virgin Mary in glory with her sweet son, Lord Jesus on
her lap with the scene of the adoration of the Magi, ancient [...] a terracotta crucifix polychromed
displayed above this panel]. Thus, it seems that the interaction of the painted and sculpted elements
of a tabernacle, or in three-dimensional objects such as the maiolica eremi, underwrote domestic
experiences of the divine.

 

Figure 2. Urbino, Eremo with St Mary Magdalene, c. 1580, maiolica, h: 47 cm, w: 37 cm, unknown
location, photo from a sales catalogue Finarte, Milan, November 1964.

3. Scale, Original Collocation and Early Provenance of Maiolica Models of Chapels

In a public space, glazed terracotta groups were typically life or nearly life-size. The figures acted
as substitutes for real bodies and facilitated the identification of the viewer with the saintly figures.
At home, the scale was obviously reduced for practical reasons. The domestic objects typically measured
between 35 and 45 cm in height and width and about 20–30 cm in depth. The smaller scale ensured the
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intimate nature of the encounter within a household. That intimacy was encouraged by the vividness
of the maiolica, accomplished through its surface qualities, life-like colouring, and reflectiveness, all of
which animated the object.

The maiolica eremi from the Palazzo Ducale in Urbino were catalogued in a section of the inventory
entitled Lista delli vasi di maiolica. The title seems to suggest that they were displayed permanently in the
palazzo, together with maiolica decorative vases, perhaps in the credenze. However, it is also likely that
the inventory catalogued all objects executed in the same technique regardless of their actual location at
the time the inventory was drafted. As devotional objects, they could have been displayed permanently
in domestic tabernacles or stored in chests to be taken out temporarily. During domestic prayers they
could have been placed on a table covered by a tablecloth, with decoration inspired by church altar
cloths. The maiolica image of a saintly figure praying before a crucifix, with beeswax candles lit in
front of it, would have transformed ordinary furniture into an altarpiece. The centre of devotion in
the Italian Renaissance home was typically the camera da letto, or a bedchamber (Brundin et al. 2018,
pp. 66–69). However, the meditative quality of these objects suggests that in elite residences, with more
rooms, they might have been displayed on a table in a studiolo for meditation and solitary prayer.

Existing studies of Renaissance interiors focus predominantly on Florence and Venice. Indeed,
the visual evidence of the scale of buildings in those cities, such as the Palazzo Davanzati, suggests that
in similar interiors a sculpture of 70 or 80 cm in height could have been easily displayed permanently
in a tabernacle located in a bedchamber. If we compare the largest maiolica model of a chapel known
to the author, namely St Jerome Adoring the Crucifix (from the Musée de la Renaissance, Écouen), which
is 54.7 cm in height and 41 cm in width, with some of Antonio Rossellino’s devotional relief stuccos
(Horne Museum, stucco, h: 72 cm, w: 52 cm, Bargello, stucco h: 76 cm, w: 51 cm, Paris, Musée
Jacquemart-André, stucco h: 79 cm, w: 51 cm, Opava, Slezské zemské muzeum, stucco h: 67 cm, w:
46 cm), which we know were destined for private Florentine homes, the maiolica model is significantly
smaller. Moreover, Gentilini categorised Rossellino’s Virgin and Child relief of over 50 cm in height
explicitly as the ‘tipo piccolo’ (Paris, Musée Jacquemart-André, h: 53.3 cm, w: 37 cm) (Gentilini 2008,
p. 39). Therefore, to follow the Florentine logic, maiolica chapels of approximately 35–45 cm in height
would fit perfectly into the purpose-built tabernacles in bedchambers of even less grand structures
than the urban palazzi.

The nineteenth-century provenances are often cited as an argument for the church as the
original location of many maiolica devotional sculptures. Church provenances, however, should
not be surprising, as many devotional objects were sold publicly when a financial need occurred,
or were bequeathed to the church or to confraternities after the death of the last family member
(Matchette 2006, p. 712). That domestic objects could be inherited by the Church is clear from
documentary evidence. Many wills stipulated that a house, with all its moveable and immoveable
contents, should be given to a certain church or a monastery after the death of the last family member,
or if the family became impoverished and wished to sell the house. Such was the case in Guido
Mazzoni’s will (9 July 1518), which stipulated that the members of his family were prohibited from
selling the house (proibisce che la casa in alcun tempo possa essere venduta) and, if they attempted the sale,
then the rights to the house should be given to the monastery of Saint Peter in Modena (e se la alienavano,
i Mazzoni dovevano essere privati di tale diritto e dovevano essere sostituiti nel possesso della casa dal monastero
di San Pietro della città di Modena) (Venturi 1889, pp. 155–57). Similar bequests under conditions of entail
were not unusual in Renaissance Italy, and the presence of small glazed terracotta sculptures inside
churches may be linked to this practice, rather than commissions by the church (Cohn 2011, pp. 8–9).2

The issues of the original collocation and the early provenance of maiolica models of chapels and
sanctuaries are challenging and general conclusions should be drawn with caution.

2 Samuel Cohn discussed this practice in detail and linked it to the post-Black Death mentality to protect goods from entering
the general market and ensuring that they remain among family possessions or within repositories of the Church.
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4. Function of Maiolica Models of Chapels and Sanctuaries

The practice of owning small domestic models of chapels and sanctuaries probably developed
from the communal need for devotional architectural street shrines, typically referred to as ‘eremo’ or
‘eremitorio’ (Guidotti 1976, p. 15ff; Pia Mannini 1981, p. 11). In fact, some surviving domestic examples
are explicitly described as models of wayside shrines. These maiolica forms always feature at least a
suggestion of a landscape. The grotto-like structure of the chapels refers to a spiritual refuge. They
brought an inspiring aura of religious contemplation and piety into an elite private space, which was
very unlike the rustic, derelict chapel depicted in the object (Figure 3).

 

Figure 3. Urbino, Tempietto with the Praying Virgin (the figurine not originally belonging to the object),
c. 1560, maiolica, h: 42.5 cm, w: 45 cm, d: 28 cm, Museo Internazionale delle Ceramiche, Faenza, inv.
no. 10405,1. Photograph©Museo Internazionale delle Ceramiche in Faenza.

The maiolica hermitages may be seen as domestic extensions of the secluded romite, in which
Franciscan friars prayed away from the cities. St Francis stressed the significance of nature in
enacting private devotion, a reminder that became increasingly important towards the end of the
sixteenth century. This may be linked to Post-Tridentine piety, which highlighted the importance
of the contemplation of God in nature. Federico Borromeo (1564–1631) viewed landscape paintings
as important vehicles for sending a message about Christian values and commissioned works from
artists such as Jan Brueghel the Elder that showed hermits studying sacred texts in the vast landscapes,
often with ruins (Jones 1988). A set of engraving—Solitudo, sive Vitae Patrum Eremicolarum—by two
Netherlandish artists, Johann and Raphael Sadeler, owned by Borromeo, inspired these paintings
(Jones 1988, p. 263) (Figure 4). The genre included important fifteenth-century examples, such as Paolo
Uccello’s The Thebaid c. 1460 (Galleria dell’Accademia, Florence), which included St Francis, St Jerome
and other saint hermits portrayed in secluded spaces within a vast landscape.

The maiolica eremi share with these images a similar approach, depicting a figure who contemplates
a crucifix or reads a religious book, as in the example from the Victoria and Albert Museum in London
(Figure 1). In this maiolica chapel, set in nature, St Francis reads piously, and the pilgrim staff placed
on the ground before him clearly divides his space from the outside world. Even the angel depicted
to the right of the chapel is strikingly aware of her physical presence; she seems to hide behind the
chapel’s wall to avoid disturbing the saint. To assist the faithful in imagining themselves sharing the
saints’ space and devotional experience, the maiolica models of chapels include telling details, such as
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the bell by the standing figure of St Francis with a book (Figure 1) or a highly detailed representation
of an altarpiece with the crucifix, blue and white altar cloth and two candlesticks (Figure 3). We do
find bells in domestic inventories; perhaps they summoned family for prayer (Morse 2007, pp. 170–74).
Thus, the maiolica prompted an imagined sound that could have been re-enacted at home with small
brass bells.

 

Figure 4. Johann and Raphael Sadeler, St Onofrius, from the series Solitudo, sive Vitae Patrum Eremicolarum,
1585–86, engraving, h: 17.4 cm, w: 21.3 cm. Metropolitan Museum, New York, inv. no. 49.95.1293(28).
Image in the Public Domain.

Another way of merging the space of the faithful with that represented in the model of the chapel
was through the use of light. The effects of candlelight upon reflective glazed surfaces would have
been particularly transformative (Kupiec 2019, pp. 83–97). Furthermore, candlelight was indispensable
if the viewer was to see the deeply recessed details of the statuettes. The Crucified Christ, the Virgin
and St John, in the example from the Victoria and Albert Museum, are somewhat concealed within the
structure; candlelight would have brought out their forms. The prominent perforations in the roof
beams directly above the group would have enhanced this effect, allowing the light to be refracted,
thus further animating the scene.

Most of the surviving maiolica sculptures of this type show similarly tranquil, manifestly secluded
environments, where the derelict architecture is integrated with nature. The example preserved in the
Museo Internazionale delle Ceramiche in Faenza (Figure 5) shows the chapel framed by other religious
buildings in a unifying landscape.

The desire to touch and manually operate the figures was an important way in which the beholders
interacted with the devotional sculpture in the sixteenth century, and is crucial for understanding of
the popularity of the maiolica models of sanctuaries and chapels. The material properties of glazed
terracotta—namely the brilliant, vivid colours, durability and portability—called out for physical
contact. Moreover, the fired surface, which ensured the immutability of the colours, also reduced the
risk of abrasions, even with regular and intense handling. Strength was a unique property of these
religious artefacts, as at that time every other painted surface was prone to rubbing off or smudging,
due to exposure to natural oils on hands or saliva on lips (Rudy 2010, 2017). Through the centuries,

279



Religions 2020, 11, 6

the integrity of small maiolica statuettes was threatened solely by fire and bombardment, as is clear
from the present state of the example preserved in Faenza (Mazzotti 2018, p. 37, Figures 15–16 show
the state of the eremo before and after the bombardment of 1944).

 

Figure 5. Side view of Figure 3.

The Faenza maiolica eremo includes an opening with painted water on the left-hand side. It appears
to imitate a lavabo for handwashing before mass, but it seems that there is no system for actual water
to flow through this tempietto. However, it is likely that the space served as a receptacle for holy water,
as in the many maiolica acquasantiere. Water is important element in all these models, as it facilitated
the experience of the imagined space as spiritually real. This feature became a tangible link between
the space in which saintly figures were visualized and the space of the faithful. All surviving examples
of maiolica eremi have smaller or larger containers, presumably for holy water (Figure 6).

The presence of these openings has led scholars to suggest that similar structures were table
fountains, that entertained guests through sprinkling wine during dinner (Gardelli 1987, cat. no.
64 B, p. 150). Such might be true of models with secular themes, such as the Bacchus sitting on a
grassy mount, flanked by two goats, pouring wine from a jug to his chalice (Figure 7). However,
the prominent religious character of the eremi excludes the entertaining function. The openings, clearly
designed to contain a liquid, motivated the shift in the objects’ role. An eighteenth-century inventory
of the guardaroba of the Palazzo Ducale in Urbino (1758) confirms that devotional structures with
similar openings were used in subsequent centuries as inkstands: ‘Tabernaculo uno di majolica alto,
nel quale sono quattro figure di rilievo, si scompone in più pezzi con colonne, et altri ornamenti et
serve per calamaio’ (Oliveriana, Ms. 460, c. 89r).3 The entry highlights the original devotional role
of the object, a multipart tabernacle with four figures in relief, columns and other decoration, at that

3 I am very grateful to Claudio Paolinelli for making me aware of the document. The transcription is mine.
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time used as an inkstand. The object listed in the inventory was probably more similar to a large-scale
tabernacle, such as the one with St Mark and St Luke, in the collection of Palazzo Madama in Turin
(inv. no. 623/C) (Maritano 2008, pp. 32–33), than to the smaller models of chapels. However, similar
changes in function are reflected in the catalogue entries of eremi, for instance, the example from the
collection of the Museo di Arti Applicate in Milan. According to the museum’s archival documents,
the maiolica statuette was initially called altarino, and subsequently calamaio, attesting to the shift in
function from devotional to practical (Wilson 2000, p. 239).

 

Figure 6. Urbino, Chapel with St Jerome, c. 1590, maiolica, h: 36 cm, w: 35 cm, d: 22 cm, unknown
location, photo from a sales catalogue Finarte, Milan, November 1963.

The Faenza model of the chapel offers many interesting views, and different structures can be
seen from the sides rather than simply from the front. Some maiolica figures were clearly meant to
be viewed simply frontally, such as the statuette showing St Paul the Hermit and St Anthony the Abbot
(Sarnecka 2018b, p. 271; Paolinelli 2019a), in a private collection in Cento. The group may have been
inspired by a print, as the subject matter was popular in the early sixteenth century. Dürer’s workshop
created a woodcut version of St Anthony Visiting St Paul in the Wilderness (c. 1503–4), which includes a
stream of water flowing between the two saints, dividing the space into two sections (Strauss 1980,
p. 202), very similar to the one depicted in the maiolica statuette. However, the maiolica includes
many attributes of the hermit saints, such as the prominent rosary of St Anthony and the book held
by St Paul, which are omitted from the print. The maiolica group includes standard elements of the
scene, such as the raven that brought bread every day to the hermits. The back of the maiolica group
is painted white, which suggests that it was placed in a niche. The majority of maiolica figurines,
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however, are finished as if to be viewed also from the back but this might not necessarily be proof of
how they were actually viewed.

Figure 7. Urbino, Table Fountain with Drinking Bacchus, c. 1580, maiolica, h: 45 cm. Photograph ©
Catalogue of the sale of maiolica JM Béalu & Fils 2010.

Movement around the eremo was certainly implied in a model of the La Verna sanctuary (in the
collection of the Princeton Art Museum) (Figure 8) (Prentice von Erdberg 1961). Stylistically different
from the eremi discussed thus far, this model of the sanctuary seems to have originated in a monastic
context. Its form stems less from the desire to represent pious activities than from the will to emphasise
spiritual links between locations, and to stress affinities between geographically distant monasteries.
The beholder was invited to move around the three-dimensional visualization of a monastic complex
to gain a better understanding of the spatial relationships between various structures, such as the
Church of Santa Maria degli Angeli, the Upper Church (Chiesa Maggiore), the Chapel of the Stigmata,
and the rock from which the water miraculously sprung. With great accuracy, the model of the La
Verna sanctuary shows scenes of monastic life set in the architecture of the holy place in Casentino.
It is dated to 1521, exactly ninety years after La Verna was given to the Observants, and might have
been commissioned to celebrate this event (Di Miglio 1568, p. xiii). This relatively early dating also
proves that maiolica models of chapels and sanctuaries were not exclusively a Counter-Reformation
phenomenon, but were in use long before the Council of Trent to establish spatial and spiritual links
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between various locations. The model of La Verna provides multiple views and could have invited
interaction beyond the mere emulation of the represented figures praying. One could narrate the daily
life of a Franciscan friar by observing each figure and his movements through the sanctuary, with its
combination of churches and other religious buildings set in the surrounding landscape. The behaviour
of the friars demonstrates the contemplation of God through His creation, one of the key elements of
Franciscan teaching (Figure 9).

 

Figure 8. Urbino (?), Model of La Verna Sanctuary, 1521, maiolica, h: 35 cm, w: 36 cm, d: 33.3 cm,
Princeton University Art Museum, inv. no. y1929–24. Photograph© Princeton University Art Museum.

The holiness of a recognisable place, in this case the La Verna sanctuary, introduces sanctity into
another space, by encouraging a mental pilgrimage. Scholars have discussed enclosed gardens as
vehicles for mental pilgrimages—extensions of holy places (Rudy 2011, pp. 110–18). The concept of
showing realistically the architecture of the place where St Francis received his stigmata was conveyed
in larger glazed terracotta altarpieces, for instance in the Franciscan Observant church in Barga,
Tuscany, attributed to Girolamo della Robbia (Gentilini 1983, pp. 218–20). The representation of La
Verna was also included in other glazed terracotta altarpieces, such as the altarpiece in the Chapel
of Vieri-Canigiani, Santa Croce, Florence; the Baglioni altarpiece, from the family chapel now in the
Museo della Porziuncola in Assisi; as well as in the predella of the altarpiece of Rocca di Gradara,
near Pesaro, the composition of which was repeated in the altarpiece for the Oratorio della Madonna
del Buon Consiglio in Prato (Marquand 1922, pp. 37–38). These numerous altarpieces demonstrate
that sculptural representations of La Verna, imbued with the aura of the miracle and with St Francis’s
holy presence, were popular across Central Italy. It seems possible that the tradition of creating
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small-scale, maiolica models of sanctuaries originated from the large altarpieces that visualised such
places, but which did not satisfy the need for direct sensory engagement (Figure 10). The same
need nourished the pious fashion for domestic maiolica models of chapels in the second half of the
sixteenth century.

 

Figure 9. Frontal View of Figure 8.

 

Figure 10. Side View of Figure 8.
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Another glazed terracotta eremo, in the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston, shows St Francis
surrounded by nature, contemplating the crucifix and receiving the stigmata (Figure 11)
(Cambareri 2007a, pp. 61–69, on p. 67). It is likely that in this example, too, the beholder was able to
contemplate the importance of La Verna sanctuary, although the connection is less explicit than in
the example from Princeton. The biography of St Francis recounts that he retreated to this place two
years before his death. The location was defined as a heremitorio, and St Francis’s solitude both before
and after the stigmatization is one of the most important experiences in La Verna (Da Celano 1904,
pp. 74–75). For generations, artists imagined the moment in which the saint received the stigmata and
formulated the traditional elements of the scene (Goffen 1988; Brooke 2006, pp. 160–217, 281–83, 401–4;
Rutherglen 2015).

 

Figure 11. Urbino (?), Saint Francis receiving the Stigmata Italian, c. 1540, maiolica, 36.8 × 33 × 22.9 cm.
Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, inv. no. 53.2912. Gift of Charles B. Barnes and W. D. Gooch, Executors of
the Estate of George R. White Photograph© 2019 Museum of Fine Arts, Boston.

In the maiolica statuette, we see the Crucified Christ, but not the six-winged seraph usually
depicted in the images of the stigmatization. Moreover, unlike in paintings or sculptures in relief,
there are no linear rays to connect the five wounds of the Christ with the newly imprinted, miraculous
openings in the flesh of St Francis. Below the maiolica Crucifix there is a skull, typically found in
similar statuettes showing St Jerome but rarely included in representations of Francis’s stigmatization.
It clearly references Golgotha, thus characterizing La Verna as the new mountain of salvation of
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mankind. Moreover, this ‘holy place’ was envisaged by God as the site of the stigmatization from
the beginning of time, as Bartolomeo da Pisa describes in his De conformitate vitae Beati Francisci ad
vitam Domini Iesu (Fleming 1982, pp. 7–8, n. 8). Perhaps inspired by Bonaventure, Bartolomeo da
Pisa emphasized the intense spiritual contemplation of the Passion and internalization of Christ’s
suffering that preceded the appearance of physical wounds on Francis’s body. Francis’s gaze, focused
on the greenish tones of Christ’s body set against the spiky rocks, imbues the central scene with a
religious intensity that dramatically contrasts with the sleeping figure of brother Leo (Meiss 1964,
p. 21). The prominent chasm in the foreground might be a reference to the belief that when Christ died
on the cross La Verna was struck by an earthquake, which created its characteristically sharp-edged
landscape. Bartolomeo da Pisa noted the event as: “Nam tempore passionis, ut patet in Evangelio,
petrae scissae sunt; quod singulari modo in monte isto (La Verna) apparet” (Da Pisa 1906, p. 387).
This element of the maiolica sculpture would thus convey the distance between the devotee and the
saintly figure depicted in the centre. The meditating person was supposed to conceal her or himself
mentally inside the crevasse, so as to be isolated from the saint as decorum demanded.

The composition of the Stigmatization of St Francis is likely to have been based on one of the hugely
popular prints showing the scene, which had circulated widely in Italy since the end of the fifteenth
century, as single sheets or as frontispieces for the Fioretti (Sarnecka 2018b, p. 267). We know that
prints were widely used for the decoration of maiolica plates, and perhaps the same holds true for
three-dimensional objects modelled by the same artists (Marabotti Marabottini 1982). The spiky rock
behind St Francis’s feet and the pose of friar Leo behind a prominent tree could have been based
on the print by Marcantonio Raimondi after Dürer’s woodcut. It is also possible that the artist who
modelled the scene of the stigmatization had access to a northern print, as they circulated widely in
Italy. The Adorno family from Genoa, residents in Bruges, had a panel by Jan van Eyck showing St
Francis Receiving the Stigmata (Rohlmann 1999, p. 39). One memory of the act of contemplation of
Dürer’s print was described by Fra Sabba da Castiglione (c. 1480–1554), who, in a garden at the foot of
the Mount Formicone, marvelled at the artist’s composition “which is certainly divine, and which had
recently arrived from Germany” (Thornton 1997, p. 111). That maiolica statuettes could have derived
their composition from prints has already been suggested in relation to inkstands showing St George
on his horse fighting the dragon, which might have been inspired by woodcut illustrations from ‘battle
books’ or other written sources (Thornton 1997, p. 165).

The object seems to facilitate a range of devotional practices. The opening to the right of the
Crucifix might have been a receptacle for holy water, as in the maiolica models of chapels. It does have
a little tube through which water could have flowed, but the view of the back seems to suggest that
this was only to create an illusion, and perhaps to enhance the link between the holy water kept at
home and water from the La Verna sanctuary. The holy water could be used to make the sign of cross,
thus marking the bodily preparations for spiritual engagement with the divine. The faithful brought
blessed water from their parish churches or from various shrines as a pilgrim souvenir (Brundin et al.
2018, p. 4). The water that sprang miraculously from the rock at La Verna is one of the most vivid
stories from St Francis’s life, and one that clearly identifies him as the antitype of Moses and Christ.
The other curious element is the structure of the back, which connects the opening to a chimney-like
rock behind the Crucified Christ. It seems likely that this connection was created to allow the burning
of incense and the smell would have added to the devotional experience (Sarnecka 2018b, pp. 268–69).
Similarly, paper flowers could have been placed in the small holes spread across the top of the eremo
(Cambareri 2007b). The glaze runs inside these holes, and therefore they must be original. It has
been suggested in relation to a Florentine sculpture of St Jerome in Penitence (Ashmolean, WA 1960.64)
that eighteen small holes in the rocks behind the saint ‘would presumably have held representations
of trees or other vegetation’ and that these additions in terracotta or another material would have
enriched the landscape (Warren 2014, pp. 483–84). Other reliefs showing the lives of saints, such as St
John the Baptist from Budapest, also include holes and small trees (Museum of Fine Arts, Budapest inv.
no. 1121) (Balogh 1975, no. 69, Abb. 93).
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The Last Supper, in the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston, is another maiolica sculpture, which does
not strictly belong to the group of maiolica models of sanctuaries or chapels but shares numerous key
characteristics with this category (Figure 12). Most importantly, it points to the operational potential of
these objects. The maiolica models of chapels and sanctuaries invited faithful owners to animate the
scene by turning the object around or to project themselves into the space occupied by the saints. In the
maiolica Last Supper, movement similarly informed the devotional experience. The figurines of apostles
are not simply designed to be looked at, but also to be touched and re-arranged. Close examination of
the glazed terracotta group reveals that the figures could be moved to a different spot and taken off
their stools (Cambareri 2007a, pp. 66–67). This physical manipulation perhaps encouraged the owners
to enter into the drama of the unfolding events.

 

Figure 12. Faenza, The Last Supper, 16th century, maiolica, 21.6 × 32.6 × 58.1 cm. Museum of Fine Arts,
Boston, inv. no. 1983.61. Bequest of R. Thornton Wilson in memory of Florence Ellsworth Wilson.
© 2019 Museum of Fine Arts, Boston.

Though scenes of the Last Supper are by no means unusual in Renaissance and Baroque paintings,
three-dimensional representations of this subject are rather rare in the Early Modern period. Therefore,
it is significant that we have another example of this iconography created in the medium of glazed
terracotta, namely a relief attributed to Giovanni della Robbia based on a print after the celebrated
composition by Leonardo da Vinci (Figure 13), in the Victoria and Albert Museum (Lambert 1987,
pp. 198–99, cat. no. 215 and 218). Scholars argued that the relief was designed for the refectory of the
Convent of San Francesco in Barga (Hess 1999, p. 13). If that was indeed the case, it would point to a
similar relationship between the representations included in glazed altarpieces and in small, maiolica
domestic models, as in the case of the La Verna sanctuary. The artist responsible for the Last Supper,
in Boston, created a detailed composition, paying great attention to minutiae. The clear interest in
realistic depictions of vases, cutlery and food recalls a still-life depicted in a fresco of the Wedding at Cana
from the Church of San Nicolà in Tolentino. In the maiolica group, the vases are decorated with simple
motifs of blue lines on white background, promoting the two basic colours of Renaissance ceramics.
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Figure 13. Giovanni della Robbia, The Last Supper, 1515–1520, tin-glazed terracotta, h: 55.88 cm, w:
162.56 cm. Victoria and Albert Museum, London, inv. no. 3986:1 to 3–1856. Photograph© Victoria and
Albert Museum, London.

The artist notably used manganese purple rather than blue to delineate the facial features, and the
handling resembles, to an extent, that of Giovanni della Robbia in the Last Supper and in his smaller
scale reliefs, such as the Meeting of Christ Child and Young John the Baptist (c. 1510), at the Museo
Nazionale del Bargello, Florence (inv. no. 15474). Moreover, the artist responsible for the maiolica
paid great attention to the modelling of the hair. The firing of individual figures is very accomplished,
as there is no evidence of air bubbles or crawling. The object is executed in a technique typical for
the maiolica statuettes, whereby a white glaze applied to the biscuit-fired surface provides the basis
for subsequent painterly decoration. Thus, white remains visible here and there underneath the blue
or yellow surfaces of the robes. However, the boundaries between different colours are well defined,
for instance in the necks, which remain white planes enveloped by the colourful robes. Only in some
areas glazes run during the firing and colours from the robes affected elements that were supposed to
remain white. The same has happened with the blue from the vases and jars on the tables, which have
run into the white surface of the tablecloth.

Almost all hands and other protruding elements of the group are intact, which suggests that the
object was kept in one place for a long time. This means that it was designed for a specific location,
perhaps a refectory in a convent. Certainly, the iconography of this small maiolica group would be
suitable for a space where eating would take place. Every apostle is highly individualized, not only by
the colour of his robes, but also through varied gestures and facial expressions; some figures are clearly
amazed, others are shown in adoration or in shock. Overall, the lively atmosphere, which results from
the animated responses of the apostles, seems to be rather positive. The atmosphere of conviviality
and joy resultant from the meeting around the table could have inspired a similarly positive attitude
among the people gathered around the object, be they friars, nuns, or laypeople.

The figures do not seem to be related to the Fontana or the Patanazzi workshops active in Urbino
that were responsible for the maiolica eremi discussed above. John Mallet has suggested that the
Boston Last Supper should be categorised in the bianco di Faenza class, though he stressed that it did
not necessarily have to have come from the city famous for its production of high quality maiolica.4

He proposed a dating ‘quite far into the seventeenth century’, linking the convivial representation
to the little-studied compendario figure-groups.5 Subsequently, Timothy Wilson has proposed that it

4 Letter from John Mallet to Marietta Cambareri preserved in the object file at the MFA, dated 1998.
5 Ibid.
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might have been produced in Urbino around 1600.6 Wilson’s proposed dating links to the inventory of
possessions in the Ducal Palace in Urbino.

5. Conclusions

The maiolica models of chapels and sanctuaries, with their complex structures and narrative
encouragement, might have inspired a multisensory experience of the divine. By representing saints
kneeling before the altar or contemplating a crucifix in a landscape, they provided a model for
everyday pious life. Small maiolica figures seemed to reflect a fashion for mixed-media religious
objects and a desire to enact devotions with religious objects that escaped simple categorization as a
sculpture or a painting. They were modelled as sculptural objects but much of their expressive quality
depends on their vivid colours, skillfully and imaginatively applied to the white tin-glaze covering the
surface of the biscuit-fired earthenware. Both their roles in defining space and the ways in which the
viewer seems to have been expected to engage with them varied. Unlike glazed terracotta altarpieces,
maiolica eremi could have originally formed a part of a more intimate and private setting. Moreover,
their portability and reduced scale seem to have allowed for a more immediate and physical pious
experience. Although they were less lifelike than full-size effigies, they had the significant advantage
of inviting handling and touch more freely than sculpted altarpieces in church. This realisation about
maiolica statuettes offers a positive and revealing perspective, in which their spiritual significance,
technical accomplishment, and functionality come to the fore. Della Robbia and the minor masters
had complementary specialisations; each was vital for answering specific pious and aesthetic needs.
This dynamic suggests a symbiosis rather than a divergence between these two artistic products.
Even if they satisfied different markets and adopted different aesthetic preferences as types of objects
stimulating devotional experience, both were glazed earthenware with luminous surface, and both
were treasured for satisfying devotional needs and expectations. The focus on these artefacts from the
perspective of technique and devotional impact, challenges unhelpful distinctions between higher and
lower art.

Funding: This research was funded by the European Research Council, grant number 319475 and by the National
Science Centre, Poland, grant number 2018/29/B/HS2/00575.

Acknowledgments: I am very grateful to Deborah Howard, Claudio Paolinelli, Carmen Ravanelli Guidotti and
Bella Szala for their comments and assistance with this research. Many special thanks to Marietta Cambareri,
Courtney Harris, Abigail Hykin, Valentina Mazzotti, Antonietta Epifani and Cristina Maritano for their support
when examining the objects from the collections of Museum of Fine Arts in Boston, Museo Internazionale delle
Ceramiche in Faenza and Palazzo Madama in Turin. I am greatly indebted to the anonymous reviewer, Salvador
Ryan and the editorial team.

Conflicts of Interest: The author declares no conflict of interest.

References

Balogh, Jolán. 1975. Katalog der ausländischen Bildwerke des Museums der Bildenden Künste in Budapest, IV–XVIII.
Jahrhundert. Budapest: Akadémiai Kiadó.

Bonsanti, Giorgio, and Francesca Piccinini, eds. 2009. Emozioni in terracotta. Guido Mazzoni, Antonio Begarelli.
Sculture del Rinascimento emiliano. Modena: F.C. Panini.

Brooke, Rosalind. 2006. The Image of St Francis. Responses to Sainthood in the Thirteenth Century. Cambridge and
New York: Cambridge University Press.

Brundin, Abigail, Deborah Howard, and Mary Laven. 2018. The Sacred Home in Renaissance Italy. Oxford: Oxford
University Press.

6 A written record of an oral communication with Professor Timothy Wilson during his visit at the MFA in September 2001.

289



Religions 2020, 11, 6

Cambareri, Marietta. 2007a. Italian Renaissance Sculpture in Maiolica and Glazed Terracotta in the Collection of
the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston. In La statua e la sua pelle. Artifici tecnici nella scultura dipinta tra Rinascimento
e Barocco. Edited by Raffaele Casciaro. Galatina: Congedo, pp. 61–69.

Cambareri, Marietta. 2007b. Label for the Maiolica St Francis. For the exhibition Donatello to Giambologna. Italian
Renaissance Sculpture at the Museum of Fine Arts. Boston: Museum of Fine Arts.

Cohn, Samuel. 2011. Renaissance Attachment to Things: Material Culture in Last Wills and Testaments. Economic
History Review 65: 1–22. [CrossRef]

Da Celano, Tommaso. 1904. Legenda Sancti Francisci. London: J.M. Dent & Co.
Da Pisa, Bartolomeo. 1906. De conformitate vitae Beati Francisci ad vitam Domini Iesu. In Analecta Franciscana.

Italy: Quaracchi, vol. IV.
Di Miglio, Augustino. 1568. Nuovo dialogo delle devozioni del sacro Monte della Verna. Florence: Ducal Press.
Dominici, Giovanni. 1860. Regola del governo di cura familiare. Edited by Donato Salvi. Florence: A. Garinei.
Fleming, John. 1982. From Bonaventure to Bellini. An Essay in Franciscan Exegesis. Princeton: Princeton

University Press.
Galandra Cooper, Irene. 2019. Unlocking ‘pious homes’: Revealing devotional exchanges and religious materiality

in early modern Naples. Renaissance Studies 33: 832–53. [CrossRef]
Gardelli, Giuliana. 1987. A gran fuoco: Mostra di maioliche rinascimentali dello Stato di Urbino da collezioni private: Sale

del Castellare di Palazzo ducale. Urbino: Accademia Raffaello.
Gardelli, Giuliana. 1991. Urbino nella storia della ceramica: Nota sulla grottesca. In Italian Renaissance Pottery.

Edited by Timothy Wilson. London: British Museum Press, pp. 126–35.
Gentilini, Giancarlo, ed. 2008. Dal rilievo alla pittura: La Madonna delle Candelabre di Antonio Rossellino. Florence:

Polistampa.
Gentilini, Giancarlo. 1983. Le "terre robbiane" di Barga. In Barga medicea e le “enclaves” fiorentine della Versilia e della

Lunigiana. Edited by Carla Sodini. Florence: Olschki, pp. 203–42.
Gentilini, Giancarlo. 2012. Scultura dipinta o pittura a rilievo? Riflessioni sulla policromia nel quattrocento

fiorentino. Technè 36: 8–17.
Giacomotti, Jeanne. 1974. Catalogues des Majoliques des Musees Nationaux, Ministère de Affaires culturelles. Paris:

Editions des Musées Nationaux.
Goffen, Rona. 1988. Spirituality in Conflict: Saint Francis and Giotto’s Bardi Chapel. University Park and London:

The Pennsylvania State University Press.
Guidotti, Paolo. 1976. La dimensione popolare delle targhe ceramiche devozionali e della poetica epigrafica nei

tabernacoletti dell’area emiliano-romagnola. In Ceramiche devozionali nell’area emiliano-romagnola. Edited by
Paolo Guidotti, Giovanni I. Reggi and Alfredo Taracchini. Imola: Galeati, p. 15ff.

Henry, Chriscinda. 2011. What makes a picture?: Evidence from sixteenth-century Venetian property inventories.
Journal of the History of Collections 23: 253–65. [CrossRef]

Hess, Catherine. 1999. Maiolica in the Making: The Gentili/Barnabei Archive. Los Angeles: Getty Research Institute
for the History of Art and the Humanities.

Ivanova, Elena. 2003. Il Secolo d’oro della maiolica. Ceramica italiana dei secoli XV-XVI dalla raccolta del Museo Statale
dell’Ermitage. Milan: Electa.

Jones, Pamela. 1988. Federico Borromeo as a Patron of Landscapes and Still Lifes: Christian Optimism in Italy ca.
1600. The Art Bulletin 70: 261–72. [CrossRef]
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Abstract: Focussing on the response to the Vatican Pietà and perversely using as a point of departure
a 1549 remark on Michelangelo as an ‘inventor of filth,’ this article aims to present Michelangelo as
an involuntary inventor of devotional images. The article explores hitherto unconsidered aspects
of the reception of the Vatican Pietà from the mid-sixteenth into the early seventeenth century.
The material includes mediocre anonymous woodcuts, and elaborate engravings and etchings by
renowned masters: Giulio Bonasone, Cornelis Cort, Jacques Callot and Lucas Kilian. A complex
chain of relationships is traced among various works, some referring directly to the Vatican Pietà,
some indirectly, neither designed nor perceived as its reproductions, but conceived as illustrations of
the Syriac translation of the New Testament, of Latin and German editions of Peter Canisius’s Little
catechism, of the frontispiece of the Règlement et établissement de la Compagnie des Pénitents blancs de la
Ville de Nancy—but above all, widespread as single-leaf popular devotional images.

Keywords: devotional image; Pietà; Michelangelo Buonarroti; reception

1. Introduction

Michelangelo’s contemporaries unanimously described his Vatican Pietà (Figure 1), carved between
1498 and 1500, as the work that ensured the fame of the young artist and thus paved the way for his
subsequent career (Vasari [1550 and 1568] 1962); (Condivi 2009). More problematic was the devotional
value of the work, as demonstrated by Pietro Aretino’s criticism (Aretino 1957), and also the opinion
of another author on the copy displayed in the church of Santo Spirito in Florence in 1549. The
author of the Florentine Chronicle, also titled Diario del 1536 di Marucelli, regarded Michelangelo as
‘the inventor of filth, saving the art but not the devotion’ (de Tolnay 1948)—inventor delle porcherie,
salvandogli larte ma non devotione (Cronaca fiorentina 2000). Nonetheless, this view, noted by scholars
as early as the nineteenth century (Gaye 1839) and often quoted since then, must have been rather
isolated. Displayed in various altars of the old and then the new Vatican Basilica through the centuries,
Michelangelo’s Pietà was not only described as a masterpiece, but also—despite criticism—venerated
as a holy image, a status that was officially confirmed by its coronation by the Chapter of St. Peter’s in
1637 (Jurkowlaniec 2015).

In the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, several of Michelangelo’s works provoked
various responses as masterpieces or as religious images. The Pietà drawing for Vittoria Colonna
(Boston, Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum) was not only a typical artist’s gift, a token of his skills, but
also a devotional image strictly related to Michelangelo’s and Vittoria’s considerations of the question of
divine grace, as can be inferred from the preserved correspondence (Nagel 2000); (Roman D’Elia 2006).
In turn, the Last Judgment in the Sistine Chapel was perceived as a fresco that shows the power of
art, but it was also vehemently criticised by Aretino, among others, as an indecent painting, which
was particularly inappropriate in the pope’s chapel (De Maio 1990); (Barnes 1998). The marble statue
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of Risen Christ in Santa Maria sopra Minerva in Rome was praised for its excellence, but it was
also reportedly mutilated by Dominican friars who, scandalized by the figure’s nudity, were said to
have broken off Christ’s penis (Ligorio 1549) cf. (Celio 1638). However, in the early modern period
the Minerva Christ, provided with a loincloth and displayed within a tabernacle, was venerated
by the faithful. Since it must have been a widespread custom to kiss Christ’s feet, the General of
the Dominicans, Antonino Cloche, commissioned metal sandals in 1706, to protect the marble from
destruction (Panofsky 1991); (Schwedes 1998). As the devotional practices continued, one of the
sandals was hardly preserved in the early nineteenth century (Stendhal 1817), cf. (Wallace 1997).

 

Figure 1. Michelangelo Buonarroti, Pietà, 1489–1500, marble, Rome, San Pietro in Vaticano. Archival
photo, before 1927 (the date of the removal of the crown and the putti)© Kunsthistorisches Institut in
Florenz, Max-Planck-Institut, Florence.

Michelangelo’s works became famous thanks to written accounts, including eulogies, factual
descriptions, and pasquinades, as well as engravings, which were used profusely at that time
to reproduce famous works of art and—since the fifteenth century—to disseminate devotional
images. Early modern inventories evidence that prints after Michelangelo’s sculptures, paintings, and
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drawings were offered by Roman publishers, and often listed among devotional images (Ehrle 1908);
(Pagani 2008a; Pagani 2008b; Pagani 2011; Pagani 2012); (Lincoln 2000); (Rubach 2016). Some of these
engravings were subsequently copied and copied again and thus contributed to the dissemination of
the design, and were used in various contexts.

The reception of the Vatican Pietà was ubiquitous in writings, but also in the visual culture of
the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries. Among many copies, reproductions, travesties, and
pastiches executed in various techniques, some referred to the sculpture as Michelangelo’s masterpiece,
some depicted it as an altarpiece of St. Peter’s Basilica, while some—and these are most relevant for
our argument—used it as a point of departure for devotional images. In the previous research, the
devotional value of the copies of the Vatican Pietà, particularly those executed in graphic techniques,
has admittedly been acknowledged (Barnes 2010); (Veress 2010–2011); (Veress 2012); (Alberti 2015),
but several works remain unnoticed and thus various aspects of the phenomenon have been hitherto
neglected. The aim of this paper is to elaborate on the less-explored pattern of the reception of the
Vatican Pietà, and thus to contribute to the discussion on how a masterpiece turns into a devotional
image—sometimes for the sake of ‘simple folk,’ sometimes intended for a more sophisticated public—in
a process in which various models are occasionally combined and the name of the original author often
gets lost.

2. Fontainebleau: A Copy for the King

In a letter to Michelangelo, dated 8 February 1546, Francis I of France expressed his desire to
possess the master’s works (Carteggio di Michelangelo 1979). The King wished to purchase them
via his agent in Rome, a Bolognese painter Francesco Primaticcio, whom he also asked to mould the
Vatican Pietà and the Minerva Christ, wanting the copies of these sculptures to be displayed in his
chapel. While the whereabouts of the copy of the Minerva Christ remain unknown, the royal accounts
of the 1540s include an entry for a Pietà in the Haute Chapelle du Donjon, the Royal Chapel of the
Palace of Fontainebleau (Comptes des bâtiments 1877). The 1642 description of the palace confirms
that the Pietà, moulded after Michelangelo’s sculpture in the Vatican, was displayed on the right side
of the altar of the chapel (Dan 1642). Eventually, in 1664, the figure was moved to the Chapel of the
Holy Trinity, which seems to be the last trace of this work (Cox-Rearick 1995).

Now lost, the Fontainebleau cast was made to fulfil Francis’s personal desire as an art amateur,
but it was also, like the copy in Santo Spirito in Florence and several others, displayed in a sacred place,
even if it was not a publicly accessible church but the King’s chapel in his palace. This combination
of aesthetic and religious motivations, on the one hand, and the intersection of the public and the
domestic spheres, on the other hand, invite us to analyse the reception of Michelangelo’s sculpture as a
masterpiece, as an altarpiece, and also as a model for devotional images. The Fontainebleau copy of
the Vatican Pietà was perhaps the earliest one north of the Alps (for despite some similarities, I do
not believe the relief, dated ca. 1520, in the epitaph of Johann von Hatstein in the cloister of Mainz
Cathedral to be a descendant of the Vatican Pietà; cf. (Thode 1908)). The question arises, then, of how
Francis I became familiar with particular Michelangelo works that he wanted to be copied. A possible
intermediary was Primaticcio, one of several Italian artists working in Fontainebleau. Francis had
already sent Primaticcio to Rome in 1540 to take casts of the most famous ancient sculptures, notably
those from the Belvedere collection (Dimier 1900); (Cupperi 2010). It must remain conjecture whether
the King relied on written or oral accounts, or had some visual sources at his disposal, such as drawings,
rather than engravings. Prints are usually regarded as a typical medium by scholars. However,
interestingly, Francis’s letter to Michelangelo ranks among the earliest responses to the Vatican Pietà
and the Minerva Christ and it also predates the printed reproductions of both works.

3. Intermediaries: Italian Engravings of the Mid-Sixteenth Century

Among the earliest Italian engravings after the Vatican Pietà are two prints dated 1547. The one
attributed to Antonio Salamanca and Nicolas Beatrizet displays the group of Mary and Christ against
a ruined niche and is inscribed ‘Michelangelo Buonarroti of Florence divinely made from one stone
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the mother and the son for the [Basilica of] Saint Peter in the Vatican/Antonio Salamanca engraved in
1547, as much as it could be imitated’ (MICHELANGALVS BONAROTVS FLOREN[inus] DIVI PETRI
IN VATICANO EX VNO LAPIDE MATREM // AC FILIVM DIVINE FECIT // ANTONIVS SALAMA[n]CA
QVOD POTVIT IMITATVS EXCVLPSIT 1547), which inevitably suggests to an erudite beholder that
Salamanca reproduced a masterpiece that rivals ancient sculptures (Figure 2). For a less-educated and,
especially, illiterate spectator, however, it may not be clear if the engraving depicts a marble sculpture or
Mary holding Christ on her lap (Barnes 2010, p. 149). Thanks to this ambiguity, the print might satisfy
a wide range of both learned art amateurs and faithful believers. It is, for instance, meaningful that
Salamanca’s engraving was copied twice, still in the late sixteenth century (Alberti 2015, nos. 311–13).

 

Figure 2. Antonio Salamanca and Nicolas Beatrizet, Pietà after Michelangelo Buonarroti, 1547, engraving.
London, Victoria and Albert Museum, DYCE.1099 (as School of Marcantonio Raimondi)© Victoria
and Albert Museum, London.
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More unequivocal is the contemporaneous engraving by Giulio Bonasone, inscribed
MICHAELANGELVS BONAROTVS NOBILIS // FLORENTINVS INVENTOR IVLIVS BONASONIS
F(ecit) (Alberti 2015, no. 314) (Figure 3). While the concise and factual inscription explicitly refers
to Michelangelo as the inventor, the image obscures the material features of the original, as Mary
and Christ are placed in the landscape, at the foot of the Cross among the instruments of the Passion
(Barnes 2010, p. 149). Thus, Bonasone took Michelangelo’s sculpture as a point of departure for his
own representation of Pietà, a widespread motif of Christian iconography. Such an attitude may also
be traced back in two prints that are travesties rather than reproductions of the Vatican Pietà: the
engraving signed by Monogrammist PHPT, active in the late sixteenth century (Alberti 2015, no. 318),
to which we shall return, and the engraving by Mario Cartaro of 1564—the year of Michelangelo’s
death (Alberti 2015, no. 319).

 

Figure 3. Giulio Bonasone, Pietà after Michelangelo Buonarroti, 1547, engraving. New York, The
Metropolitan Museum of Art, acc. no. 59.595.3© The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York.
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In or soon after 1564, further engravings were produced, which testify to the development of
the two different, even if occasionally merging, responses to the Vatican Pietà. Giovanni Battista
de’ Cavalieri admittedly showed Mary and Christ with a cross in the background, but his print
clearly reproduces the sculpture, together with the rocky ground on which Michelangelo situated
the figures, and the erudite caption contains homage to Michelangelo and no explicit reference to
devotion (Alberti 2015, no. 316); (Jurkowlaniec 2015, p. 184). Adamo Scultori depicted the sculpture
too, but he situated it in front of an opening in the rock, thus alluding to the rock-cut tomb of Christ
(Alberti 2015, no. 315) (Figure 4). Moreover, in the second (out of four) state, dated 1566, Scultori’s
engraving was inscribed: ‘Michelangelo Buonarroti accomplished these statues, which can be seen
in the Vatican, so accurately, that you rather mourn the virgin Mother, scarcely breathing, pale and
exhausted, and the pitiable dead body of her son, than suspect them erected of marble’ (MICH(ael)
ANG(elus) BONAROTVS signa haec, quae in uaticano uisuntur, ita exacte perfecit, ut potius Parentem uirginem
// extremo spiritu exanguem & confectam, et nati corpus miserabile emortuum doleas; quam de marmore positum
putes). Various literary allusions to ancient poetry included in this caption are in the service of devotion
(Jurkowlaniec 2015, p. 179). A beholder is invited to contemplate ‘the pitiable dead body’ of Christ
and the ‘scarcely breathing’ Mary (a quote from Cicero, For Sestius 37. 79). Hence, the inscription
is addressed to a pious faithful rather than to an art amateur, but even the latter, touched by the
suggestive value of the representation of the Pietà, is expected to forget the material qualities of the
marble statue.

 

Figure 4. Adamo Scultori, Pietà after Michelangelo Buonarroti, ca. 1566, engraving. New York,
The Metropolitan Museum of Art, acc. no. 58.642.3© The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York.
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Thus, the early engravings after the Vatican Pietà constantly oscillate between two genres. One
may be labelled as ‘reproductions of a masterpiece,’ the other as ‘devotional images after a famous
design.’ Bonasone’s 1547 print is especially relevant for our further investigation, not only because
it seems relatively closest to the latter group. Compared to other engravings after the Vatican Pietà,
notably Salamanca’s, Bonasone’s print itself and, above all, its further reception in the mid- and
late-sixteenth century, have not yet been studied.

4. Vienna: Woodcuts in the Syriac New Testament and Peter Canisius’s Little catechism

In 1555, Viennese printer Michael Zimmermann produced the famous editio princeps of the Syriac
New Testament, edited by Johann Albrecht Widmannstetter and financed by Ferdinand Habsburg
(Ketābā d-Ewangeliyōn 1555). The publication was illustrated, but the woodcuts have remained
almost hitherto overlooked in the scholarly literature, with the sole exception of The Crucifix and the
Sephirotic Tree preceding and concluding St. John’s Gospel on fol. 101v and [fol. 158r], respectively
(Wilkinson 2007). Further allegorical images—two diagrams and the triumphal Cross—recur in the
publication a few times each, but a special emphasis must be placed on the Pietà that concludes the
section of St. Paul’s epistles (Figure 5).

 
(a) Pietà after Giulio Bonasone [fol. LXXXIr] 

 
(b) Triumph of the Cross [fol. bbr] 

Figure 5. Woodcuts in the Syriac New Testament (Ketābā d-Ewangeliyōn 1555). Munich Bayerische
Staatsbibliothek, Rar. 155© Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, Munich, urn:nbn:de:bvb:12-bsb00070810-5.

Several motifs of the Pietà—Christ’s pose, Mary’s gestures and dress, the shape of both nimbi, the
lowered line of the horizon and the arma Christi displayed in a characteristic manner, with the scourges
hanging from the beam of the Cross and, in particular, the lance and the rod with the vinegar-soaked
sponge forming a V-shape—undoubtedly follow Bonasone’s engraving. However, there is no reference
to either Bonasone or Michelangelo. Instead, the Syriac inscription cites Psalm 34[33]:6:

    .       
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—that is, ‘Come ye to him and be enlightened: and your faces shall not be confounded’ (all English
quotes from the Bible are from the Douay-Rheims Catholic Bible).

The Pietà is not a mere devotional image here, as the assumed audience of the translation of this
New Testament was not only the Syriac Christian community, but above all, learned humanists. It is
meaningful, for instance, that the woodcuts are inscribed in Latin and Syriac, some also in Greek, while
the abbreviation of ‘Jesus the Nazarene, King of the Jews’ in the titulus of the Cross (cf. John 19:19)
is consistently given in Hebrew (  as an abbreviation of    ). Finally, some
motifs also allude to the dynastic or imperial identity of the patron, Ferdinand Habsburg, as a crested,
mantled helmet and the Habsburg coat of arms flank not only the Pietà but also the triumphal Cross.

These two woodcuts were apparently conceived as counterparts. The Cross is associated with a
triumphal wreath and the small figure of a lamb trampling upon a lion and a dragon, referring to Psalm
91(90):13. While the Syriac inscriptions vary in particular impressions throughout the publication,
the Latin caption ‘in this sign thou shalt conquer and thou shalt trample underfoot the lion and the
dragon’ (In hoc Signo vinces, & conculabis Leonem & Draconem) invariably combines the famous augury
of Constantine the Great’s victory in the Battle of the Milvian Bridge, subsequently used as a motto in
diverse, usually military, contexts, with the quote from Psalm 91 (90), considered to be a prophecy of
Christ’s victory over death and Satan.

Consistent with common practice, the woodcut blocks used to impress the illustrations in the
first edition of the Syriac New Testament were reused in the second edition published in 1562 (Ketābā
d-Ewangeliyōn 1562). Before that, however, both the Pietà and the triumphal Cross also recurred
in another work printed by Zimmermann: Peter Canisius’s Summa doctrinae Christianae: In usum
Christianae pueritiae per quaestiones recens conscripta—the so-called Parvus catechismus catholicorum, or
A little catechism for Catholics.

This version of Canisius’s catechism was intended primarily for students. Zimmerman published
it several times, usually with illustrations (the only exception is Canisius 1558a) and invariably preceded
by Ferdinand Habsburg’s 24 August 1554 letter to the reader, but with no date on the title pages or the
colophons. The repertoire of the woodcuts is repetitive, but not identical (Table 1) (Streicher 1933);
(Palmer Wandel 2015).

Table 1. Illustrations in editions of Petrus Canisius’s Summa doctrinae Christianae printed by Michael
Zimmermann; dates after (VD16).

Verso of the
Title Page

After Ferdinand’s Letter
to the Reader

Before De iustitia
Christiana

Recto of the Last
Page

(Canisius 1555) Crucifixion Christ among the children (A) Crucifixion Triumph of the Cross
(Canisius 1558a) Pietà, 1556 Christ among the children (B) Crucifixion
(Canisius 1558b) Pietà, 1556 Christ among the children (B) Crucifixion
(Canisius 1558a)
(Canisius 1558b) Pietà, 1555 Christ among the children (C) Crucifixion Triumph of the Cross

Christ among the children, impressed from three diverse matrices, appears after the preface, a clear
allusion to the assumed audience of Christian youth, as declared in the title. The Crucifixion scene,
in turn, consistently impressed from one woodblock of rather poor quality, recurs before the chapter
on Christian justice. The same Crucifixion matrix was used to impress the illustration on the verso
of the title page in what is believed to be the editio princeps. In subsequent editions, the Crucifixion
was replaced by the Pietà as the opening scene, of which Zimmermann had two similar matrices
at his disposal (Figure 6). One was the block known from the Syriac New Testament, modelled on
Bonasone’s engraving. The other, with the date 1556 in the lower left corner, is distinguished by a
similar composition, but Mary’s gesture, the position of Christ’s arm, and both nimbi as well as various
details in the background were designed independently or informed by another model. One has to
remember that the Pietà was a popular iconography; many painters and printmakers situated the
group of Mary and Christ in a landscape; also the V-shape of the arma Christi is far from unique.
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(a) (Canisius 1558b) 

 
(b) (Canisius 1556a) 

Figure 6. Pietàs after Giulio Bonasone, woodcuts in: Peter Canisius’s Summa doctrinae Christianae (Vienna:
Michael Zimmermann), fol. A1v. Regensburg, Staatliche Bibliothek, 999/Asc. 203 and Munich, Bayerische
Staatsbibliothek, Catech. 89 nd© Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, Munich, urn:nbn:de:bvb:12-bsb11081946-4
and urn:nbn:de:bvb:12-bsb10537350-4.

Regardless of the matrix used, in the Latin editions both Pietàs were provided with almost identical
inscriptions referring to Christ as the Suffering Servant from the Book of Isaiah: ‘by his knowledge
shall this my just servant justify many’ (In scientia sua / iustificabit ipse // IVSTVS servos meos / multos.
Esaias Cap. LIII—Isaiah 53:11). The 1556 Pietà was subsequently reprinted in the German edition of the
catechism, this time, however, with the inscription travestying St. Paul’s preaching on the crucified
Christ ‘who of God is made unto us wisdom, and justice’ (Jesus Christus / d(er) gecreuziget // ist der anfang
/ und das end // unserer weis/heit un(d) gerech/tigkeit—cf. 1 Corinthians 1:26–30).

The Pietàs in the books printed by Zimmermann were provided with various Biblical verses that
invite the reader to contemplate the mystery of redemption. Neither illustration appears to have
been considered a reproduction of a masterpiece or even of an altarpiece image. Still, the question
arises whether Zimmermann or the Formschneiders who worked for him were aware of the origins
of the design. This awareness cannot be excluded in the case of the earlier woodcut, which seems to
rely directly on Bonasone’s engraving which, in turn, explicitly referred to the original. A conscious
reference to the Vatican Pietà is much less plausible in the case of the woodcut dated to 1556. This one
should be regarded as the next generation of descendants of Michelangelo’s design, mediated first
by Bonasone’s engraving and then by the 1555 woodcut, maybe combined with another model. This
sequence is plausibly the earliest, but not the only chain of works initiated by Bonasone’s print and
thus ultimately—even if unintentionally—anchored in Michelangelo’s sculpture.

5. Fiammingo a Roma: Cornelis Cort for the Sake of Devotion

The undated Pietà signed by Cornelis Cort—a Dutch engraver active from 1565 until his death in
1578 in Italy, among other cities in Rome—at first fails to evoke any associations with the Vatican Pietà
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(Figure 7). Scholars consider the engraving to be ‘after an unidentified artist’ (Sellink and Leeflang
2000). The pose of Christ differs from that in Michelangelo’s sculpture, while Mary’s gestures are
reminiscent of various prints after the Vatican Pietà, and specifically the Cross with the scourges seems
to be an abridged version of Bonasone’s design, maybe combined with another invention. In Cort’s
print, the Pietà is the main image, in an oval frame, set within an aedicule with a scene of the Deposition
in a cartouche at the bottom. Such a composition may resemble an altarpiece, but it does not seem to
represent one and the print’s dimensions, only 13 × 9.1 cm, are typical of popular devotional images.
Lorenzo Vaccari—the publisher whose address was added in the second state (Laurentium V[accarium]
Formis Romae) together with the date 1580—plausibly offered this print among the small devotional
images, some of which were ‘in an oval’ (in ouato), an expression recurring in his 1614 inventory.
However, it is impossible to point to a particular entry, because while the bigger prints in Vaccari’s
stock (fogli imperiali and fogli reali) are often attributed to specific engravers and, rather exceptionally,
to inventors, the names only occasionally appear with respect to the medium-sized prints (mezzi fogli)
and are never given in the case of smaller ones (diuersi quarti fogli). Thus, only tentatively may one
consider La Madonna della Pietà or La Madonna con il Signore as possible correspondences to Cort’s Pietà
(Ehrle 1908, p. 66, lines 666 and 734).

 

Figure 7. Cornelis Cort, Pietà, before 1578, engraving. London, British Museum, V, 8.140© Trustees of
the British Museum.

Whatever the sources of Cort’s Pietà, it became a model for later engravings. One of these
is as a small print in a rectangular frame, inscribed ‘Surely he hath borne our infirmities and
carried our sorrows’ (VERE LANGVORES N[ost]ROS IP[s]E TVLIT / ET DOLORES N[ost]ROS IP[s]E
PORTAVIT—Isaiah 53:4), another fragment of the prophecy of the Suffering Servant, also quoted
in the woodcuts in the Vienna editions of Canisius’s catechism (Figure 8a, cf. Figure 6). Given the
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dimensions and the inscription, it can be concluded that the engraving after Cort’s Pietà was conceived
as a devotional image. However, some devotional objects became collectible items, as testified by the
impression owned by Jan Ponętowski, a Polish nobleman who gathered an ample collection of prints
between 1580 and 1587, while abbot of the Premonstratensian monastery in Hradisko, near Olomouc
(Hordyński 2016). Ponętowski’s collection is multifarious thematically, and it includes both artistic
engravings and rather mediocre prints. The inconspicuous Pietà was impressed on one sheet together
with fifteen other images, predominantly representing religious subjects (Figure 8b). Further examples
of engravings after Cort’s Pietà, all in oval frames, can be found in the Wolfegger Kabinett, one of
the largest private collections of graphics (Kunstsammlung des Hauses Waldburg-Wolfegg, vol. 147,
no 91: subscribed Attendite et videte si est dolor sicut dolor meus, Thren 1, signed F. Campion fe[cit] and
Herman Weyen excud[it]; no 136: signed J[ohannes] sadeler excud[it], no 137: subscribed ATTENDITE
VNIVERSI POPVLI, ET VIDETE DOLOREM MEVM, no 150 with inscriptions VENITE AD ME OMNES
Matt[haeus] 11 and O quam tristis et afflicta fuit / Illa benedicta mater vnigeniti).

 

 
(a) (b) 

Figure 8. Pietà after Cornelis Cort, ca. 1580, engraving. Cracow, Biblioteka Jagiellońska, kolekcja Jana
Ponętowskiego, box 149, no. I. 9104© Jagiellonian Library, Cracow.

The group of Mary and Christ drawn from Cort’s engraving can also be found as the central motif
of a much bigger and elaborate devotional print: the Rosarium dolorosum gloriosae Virginis signed by
Giulio Roberti and Natale Bonifacio in 1579 (Iulius Robertus exc[udit] Romae Natalis Bonifacius inventor
atque Fecit 1579.) An impression preserved in Anzio (Biblioteca Clementina, 470 × 351 mm) is included
in a collection of devotional engravings from the stock of Antonio Lafreri’s heirs (Marigliani and
Biguzzi 2010, no. 85). Their inventories mention several prints representing the Rosary (Pagani 2008a;
Pagani 2008b; Pagani 2011; Pagani 2012), while solely Vaccari’s index includes an entry ‘Sorrowful
Rosary engraved by Natale Bonifacio’—Rosario doloroso con li misterij, intagliato da Natale Bonifacio
(Ehrle 1908, p. 61, line 94).
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6. Between Rome and Nancy: Jacques Callot for the White Penitents

Yet another Pietà resembling Cort’s engraving (in mirror image) is Jacques Callot’s etching for
the frontispiece of Règlement et établissement de la Compagnie des Pénitents blancs de la Ville de Nancy
(Règlement et établissement 1635) (Figure 9), subsequently copied in the eighteenth century in the
woodcut technique (Meaume 1855), (Dompnier and Vismara 2008). It is impossible to state whether
Callot represented a painting or a sculpture displayed in the architectural framing and still less whether
he portrayed a real altar with an existing panel, as he did on the frontispiece of the Miracles et graces de N.
Dame de Bon Secours les Nancy (Miracles et graces 1630), (Choné 1992), (Châtellier 1993). The Notre-Dame
de Bonsecours, a relief by Mansuy Gauvain (died after 1542), is still preserved in the Bonsecours church,
but the chapel (subsequently the collegiate church) of St. Michael Archangel in Nancy, given to the
White Penitents in 1634, was destroyed in 1793. In 1779, Jean-Joseph Bouvier Lionnois described the
chapel of the White Penitents as having no distinguishing elements in either its exterior or interior
(an opinion repeated by later authors), with the choir of the congregation decorated with a number of
pious images (plusieurs tableaux de piéte); he mentioned a few interesting objects preserved in the church
but no altarpiece with the Pietà (Lionnois 1779, pp. 340–42); (Lionnois 1805, pp. 215–16); (Lepage 1838).

 

Figure 9. Jacques Callot, frontispiece of (Règlement et établissement 1635), etching. Amsterdam,
Rijksmuseum, RP-P-OB-4885 © Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam http://hdl.handle.net/10934/RM0001.
COLLECT.40271.

Whether or not a depiction of a real altarpiece image, the Pietà of the White Penitents does not
seem to be intended as a reproduction of Michelangelo’s sculpture. This is particularly interesting,
as Callot not only knew the Vatican Pietà, but he even reproduced it in the early seventeenth century
(Figure 10). Born in Nancy, Callot was active in Rome between 1608 and 1611 and his Delineationes
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picturae altarium in Ecclesiis S. Petri et S. Pauli Romae, also known as Les Tableaux de Rome or Les Eglises
jubilaires, certainly included the Vatican Pietà, as it was placed in one of the privileged altars of St.
Peter’s Basilica (Loire 1993, pp. 98, 104–5); (Harent 2012, p. 208); (Meyer 2012). The Pietà of the White
Penitents, engraved after Callot had returned to his hometown, seems rather unrelated to his Pietà
from Les Tableaux de Rome, while close to the Pietà by Cornelis Cort, considering the poses and gestures
of Christ and Mary, especially the scourges hanging from the horizontal beam of the Cross (Figure 7).
Thus, on the title page of Règlement et établissement de la Compagnie des Pénitents blancs de la Ville de
Nancy we find a third- or even fourth-generation descendant of Michelangelo’s masterpiece, being at
the same time an altarpiece image: mediated first by Bonasone’s engraving, then Cort’s engraving
and—perhaps—the unpreserved altar panel in the Confraternity of White Penitents in Nancy.

Figure 10. Jacques Callot, Pietà after Michelangelo Buonarroti, 1608–1611, engraving. London, British
Museum, 1861, 0713.327© Trustees of the British Museum

7. Augsburg: Lucas Kilian for a Learned Lithuanian Cleric

The ambiguous status of many works regarded as both masterpieces and religious images is
far from unusual and a shifting back and forth between the realms of masterpieces, altarpieces, and
devotional prints is well attested in the early modern period. An example is the Pietà by Hans
von Aachen of ca. 1596, originally placed in a chapel of the Wilhelminische Veste, later known as
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Herzog-Max-Burg, in Munich. The painting, destroyed in 1944 and known from archival photographs
(Figure 11) (Peltzer 1911–1912), was subject to various adaptations ca. 1600 (Jacoby 2000). One of
these is the Pietà by Lucas Kilian, one of the most productive Augsburg printmakers of the early
seventeenth century (Zijlma and Anzelewsky 1976, no. 51), (Jacoby 1996). The engraving is inscribed
S(uae) C(aesareae) M(aiestatis) pictor Ioan(nes) ab Ach(en) pinxit and signed Lucas Kilian(us) Aug(ustanus)
scalps(it) Venetijs (Figure 12). Thus, the work was explicitly referred to as modelled on Hans von
Aachen’s invention and executed in Venice, where Kilian stayed between 1601 and 1604 (Trevisan and
Zavatta 2013). However, the Pietà after Hans von Aachen was not only a reproduction of a painting,
but also a pious gift.

 

Figure 11. Hans von Aachen, Pietà, ca. 1596, oil on canvas. Destroyed in 1944. Photo after Peltzer
(1911–1912) https://digi.ub.uni-heidelberg.de/diglit/jbksak1911_1912/0106 © Universitätsbibliothek
Heidelberg.

306



Religions 2019, 10, 309

 

Figure 12. Lucas Kilian (engraver) and Dominicus Custos (publisher), Pietà after Hans von Aachen,
1602, engraving. London, British Museum, D, 7.8© Trustees of the British Museum

Two further names appear in the lower margin, where the publisher, Dominicus Custos (Kilian’s
stepfather and teacher), dedicated the engraving to Johannes Philipp von Gebsattel, the Prince-Bishop
of Bamberg, ‘when he was crossing Augsburg’ in May 1602. The dedication is preceded by a verse
from the Lamentations of Jeremiah ‘[there is no] sorrow like to my sorrow’ (NON EST DOLOR
SI/CVT DOLOR MEVS—Lamentations 1:12). Thus, the expression . . . AVGVSTAE VIND[elicorum]
TRANSEVNTI . . . referring to Gebsattel ‘crossing Augsburg’ may be understood literally, but at the
same time it recalls the beginning of the verse from the Lamentations, which reads in its entirety O vos
omnes qui transitis per viam, attendite, et videte si est dolor sicut dolor meus!—‘O all ye that pass by the way,
attend, and see if there be any sorrow like to my sorrow!’.

Thus, Kilian used Hans von Aachen’s Munich altarpiece as a model for an engraving, whereas
Custos skilfully chose a Biblical quote for a dedication that responded to both the iconography and the
circumstances. Gebsattel’s visit to Augsburg was an opportunity that was not to be missed, as the
mighty Prince-Bishop might turn into a patron. Therefore, Custos not only dedicated the Lamentation
to Gebsattel but also engraved his portrait in 1602 (Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum, RP-P-1918-1075,
http://hdl.handle.net/10934/RM0001.COLLECT.100185). In the early seventeenth century, offering
devotional prints and portraits to prominent personalities was a common strategy for capturing
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customers among Church hierarchs and members of noble families and Augsburg attracted visitors
from various countries, which brings us to the final example of indirect reception of Michelangelo’s
Vatican Pietà.

In early 1604, a Lithuanian magnate, Mikołaj Krzysztof Radziwiłł ‘the Orphan’ (Lithuanian:
Mikalojus Kristupas Radvila Našlaitėlis) dispatched his sons to study in Augsburg (Chachaj 1995). They
were welcomed by Eustachy Wołłowicz (Lithuanian: Eustachijus Valavičius), a protonotary apostolic,
provost of Trakai, custos of Vilnius, and referendary of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania, who travelled
through Europe at the time and who, encouraged by Radziwiłł, stayed in Augsburg for a few months
to accompany his sons. The visit of the young Radziwiłłs proved particularly fruitful for the Augsburg
engravers, who found keen customers among the Polish and Lithuanian nobles, and Wołłowicz was
portrayed thrice by Kilian: first in 1604, and subsequently, as Bishop of Vilnius, in 1618 and 1621 (Zijlma
and Anzelewsky 1976, nos. 492–494). The date of the earliest portrait coincides with Wołłowicz’s
sojourn in Augsburg, when another print dedicated to him was also created: a Pietà explicitly, even if
indirectly, referring to Michelangelo (Figure 13), (Zijlma and Anzelewsky 1976, no. 52).

 

Figure 13. Lucas Kilian (engraver) and Dominicus Custos (publisher), Pietà after Monogrammist PHPT,
1604, engraving, London, British Museum, 1980, U.1445© Trustees of the British Museum.
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According to the inscriptions, the engraver, Lucas Kilian (L[ucas] Kil[ian] A[ugustanus] fecit), used
as a model Michelangelo’s work ‘painted in Rome’ (MICHAEL. ANG[elus] // B[onarotus] pinxit Romae).
Actually, Kilian did not reproduce the Vatican Pietà, but almost slavishly copied one of its travesties,
the aforementioned late-sixteenth century print by the Monogrammist PHPT, which also includes
an identical reference to Michelangelo. However, Kilian’s Pietà, like his earlier Lamentation after
Hans von Aachen, was additionally provided with a dedication in the lower margin, also subscribed
by Dominicus Custos. The inscription begins with a caption from Jeremiah: ‘My sorrow is above
sorrow, my heart mourneth within me’ (DOLOR MEVS SVPER DOLOREM, IN ME COR MEVM
MOERENS—Jeremiah 8:18), and continues with an address to Wołłowicz dated 1604 in Augsburg.

The future Bishop of Vilnius (1616–1630) Eustachy Wołłowicz, renowned as both religious cleric
and sophisticated humanist, studied in Rome from 1593 to 1596 where he was ordained subdeacon
on 24 September 1594 and deacon on 13 April 1596 (Jujeczka 2018, no. 77). He had a chance to see
Michelangelo’s Pietà then, but it is not confirmed that he did. It is also not known how he received the
Pietà dedicated to him in 1604: as a token of his past visit to Rome, as a reproduction of Michelangelo’s
famous work, as a devotional image—or as all of these. However, there is a record of how the Radziwiłł
brothers spent time in Augsburg, studying but also devoting themselves to various religious practices,
often accompanied by Wołłowicz. Learned Jesuits played a prominent role in their milieu, such as
Matthäus Rader who dedicated a collection of exempla, Viridarium Sanctorum, to the Radziwiłłs on
29 September 1604 and Syntagma de statu morientium, to Wołłowicz on 30 September (Rader 1604a;
Rader 1604b; VD17). Soon afterwards, in early October, Wołłowicz left Augsburg and headed again
to Italy.

8. Conclusions

Long before its official coronation in 1637, the Vatican Pietà proved to be a direct or, admittedly
much more often, an indirect model for various devotional images. Between Primaticcio’s 1546
copy ‘on the right side of the altar’ of the Royal Chapel in Fontainebleau palace and Callot’s 1635
frontispiece of the Règlement et établissement de la Compagnie des Pénitents blancs de la Ville de Nancy,
perhaps representing the altarpiece of the chapel of the White Penitents, there is a wide group of
graphic images. Several printmakers responded to the Vatican Pietà as early as the mid-sixteenth
century, and some of their works were copied repeatedly. The engravings were not always accurate,
and as they gradually moved away from the appearance of Michelangelo’s sculpture, the remote
original design and its author were often forgotten. In addition, the contexts and the recipients—if
known—are of essence here. Even some single-sheet engravings clearly conceived as reproductions
of the statue carved by Michelangelo were provided with inscriptions that appeal to believers rather
than to art amateurs. Some engravings do not depict the marble sculpture, but rather represent a
religious scene and name Michelangelo as the inventor. Giulio Bonasone’s 1547 print is particularly
prominent, as it stands at the beginning of the whole chain of interrelated works, multifarious with
regard to quality, contexts, and assumed audience. There are mediocre anonymous woodcuts and
elaborate engravings and etchings by renowned masters from various countries including Cornelis
Cort, Lucas Kilian, and Jacques Callot. There are single-leaf prints, title page images and illustrations
in Biblical books and catechisms. Some may be regarded as images for the sake of ‘simple folk,’ some
were devised for sophisticated scholars or even specific individual addressees, but all the intended
recipients were, after all, pious Christians. Therefore, Michelangelo, called ‘the inventor of filth’ by
an otherwise unknown author of the mid-sixteenth century, at the same time turned out to be an
involuntary inventor of devotional images.
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1. Introduction

The main arguments in this article will be supported by a rather peculiar body of visual and
archival data, including broken reliquaries (severely damaged in an earthquake that occurred in the
17th century), incomplete verbal descriptions of long lost amulets, and testimonies given by mostly
illiterate witnesses at local church court hearings. The methodological approach examines domestic
practices that occurred in the Bay of Kotor in what is today Montenegro, most of which were considered
blasphemous, and theoretically reframes them as logical counterparts to complementary institutional
practices. On the other hand, institutionalised church practices, which were still unorthodox for their
time, despite being officially approved, I will treat as an important clue to understanding the “rules” of
domestic piety. The main focus will be on two related processes: the fragmenting and healing of the
body in the early modern period. I will consider the act of fragmentation as not only implying use of
relics and reliquaries, but also the dismemberment and manipulation of the bodies of common laymen,
both living and deceased. In the same manner, I will examine healing practices as acts that applied
equally to the suffering of “ordinary” bodies as to those of saints.

The topographical and chronological focus of this research is the 17th and 18th century Bay of
Kotor, a small coastal area in the South-Western Balkans. Kotor, the capital of this region, and nearby
villages Perast and Prčanj, were ruled by the Venetian government from the early 15th century until the
fall of the Republic of Venice at end of the 18th century. Surrounding towns and villages such as Herceg
Novi and Orahovac remained under the rule of the Ottoman Empire (Butorac 1998, 2000). Due to the
nature of the archival and material evidence and its redistribution, I will place the focus of this analysis
on the areas where the Catholic Church was dominant. In a somewhat odd turn, official archival
records will serve my interpretation as the main source when analysing domestic devotional practices,
whereas the parallel examination of official church practices will be approached solely through the
analysis of damaged physical evidence. Similar inversions, which occur throughout the paper, add
support to the main hypothesis: the dualistic nature of the domestic and the institutional, i.e., private
and public, can be understood as part of the same “devotional spectrum” rather than as mutually
exclusive (Ryan 2003, pp. 281–90).
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2. Fragmentation of the Dead Body

During the 17th and 18th century, a significant number of sermons urged believers in the Bay of
Kotor not to excavate and fragment the bodies of the deceased. They described this act as a practice
that “had already made two priests abandon this area”.1 Despite the condemnation, the excavation
and fragmentation of bodies occurred regularly, and the people who engaged in it believed they were
“being healed and saved from death”2. As we learn from court records, men and women used bones
and other parts taken from corpses for various rituals, which they performed at home to ward off
everyday misfortune, sickness, and death. This domestic use of fragmented human bodies resembled
the institutional treatment of saintly bodies. Both were treasured, used in rituals, and expected to offer
protection in times of distress. However, to understand the significance of these “sinful acts”, we are
required to examine the nuances that the process of bodily fragmentation signified for contemporary
believers in the Bay of Kotor.

The focal point of fragmentation, seen from this point of view, was the relics in the chapel of
the Cathedral of Saint Tryphon in Kotor (Figure 1). Dozens of silver body parts—mainly legs, arms,
and heads—have housed the bones of saints for centuries and are displayed on shelves around the
casket holding Saint Tryphon’s remains (Tomić 2009, p. 35; Ulčar 2017, p. 6) (Figure 2). During Saint
Tryphon’s Day celebrations, these reliquaries were displayed in the church and carried in processions
along the streets of Kotor, where common people could observe (and touch) the fragmented bodies
of their patron saint and his entourage (Stjepčević 1938).3 The silver limbs and heads, which were
always displayed as a group, offered an institutionally approved image of fragmented bodies. This
was crucial for ritual and devotional acts in the early modern Bay of Kotor.

 
Figure 1. Saint Tryphon’s relic chapel, 1704–1708, Kotor, Saint Tryphon’s Cathedral (photo by Stevan
Kordić).

1 Propovjedi. PROP VIII. p. 182. (Parish Archive in Perast NAP n.d.a).
2 Ibid., p. 179.
3 The Saint Tryphon’s Day procession is described in: Timotej Cizila. BoveD’Oro, NAP R XVI. (Parish Archive in Perast NAP

n.d.b).
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Figure 2. Reliquaries, 16th–18th century, Kotor, Saint Tryphon’s relic chapel (photo by author).

By contrast, the same act of dissolution was considered sinful when other kinds of bodies came
into question. As the popular sacral play of this period recalls, during his suffering on the cross, Christ’s
body was in danger of fragmentation. Missandro, one of the main protagonists in condemnation and
crucifixion in Nenadić’s play, was determined to break Christ’s legs with a heavy mace and divide his
body into pieces: “He should be cut/And ripped into pieces/Let them trusting (his Resurrection)/remain
deluded!” Longinus opposed this suggestion strongly: “Great injustice would it be/to do that even to
deceased!” (Nenadić 1975, p. 266). The fragmentation of Christ’s body would result in the destruction
of his identity. Had it been performed, he would have failed to fulfil his purpose. Bodies of saints, on
the other hand, acquired power through an act that was similar, although usually less violent in nature
(Bynum 1991).

Examples seen in the “secular” life of people in the bay correspond to the aforementioned duality
of fragmentation. In official terms, the domestic use of common people’s body parts was condemned.
Popular 18th century catechisms by Antun Nenadić warned that excommunication awaited those
who excavated corpses and desecrated deceased bodies (Nenadić 1768, p. 113). Numerous sermons
of the time reflect this sentiment: “And where are those hellish souls who with wickedness, just as
infidels, viciously and cursedly open the graves and tear the dead body apart?” It was detailed how
people would open the tombs and “tear the dead body apart or collect the pus from the corpse and
apply it on the skin of the sick.” The same priest suggested perpetrators be banished “as one branch
from the tree, cut from the goodness of the Holy Church.”4 Therefore, the prescribed punishment for
the fragmentation of deceased bodies was the excommunication of those sinners taking part in this
dangerous act. The frequency with which similar statements appeared in sermons of the time indicates
that the practice was widespread in the 17th and 18th centuries.

In 1630, a church tribunal in Venice accused a woman from Dalmatia of mutilating a male corpse.
Two of her servants had allegedly helped her execute this sinful act. Her maid confessed that she had
been forced to visit the graveyard two or three times: “a pigliar una testa del mordo ( . . . ), un osso di homo,
o di spalla, o di coste ( . . . )” (Čoralić 1998, p. 94). Once inside the household, they broke the bones with a
hammer and performed rituals while uttering prayers. As will become clear later in this paper, people
from different social classes resorted to manipulating the bones of the deceased to gain various benefits,
with the healing of the body being the most commonly desired outcome. Concurrently, bones and

4 Propovjedi, PROP VIII, pp. 180, 181. (Parish Archive in Perast NAP n.d.a).
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particles of saints’ bodies were employed in a similar manner in churches and chapels. It is apparent
that there was a need to maintain and conduct the same processes in the domestic setting, as well as
relying on officially approved rituals. In addition to various herbs, “dragon’s leaking blood”, and
“claw or hoof of a large beast”, an inventory discovered at Kotor’s old pharmacy also listed a tooth
of Saint Nicholas (Butorac 1999, p. 294). Particles of saints’ bodies were obviously used for medical
purposes outside the jurisdiction of the church. Once again, fragmentation was tolerated when it
came to the remains of saints, but objectionable when attempted or executed on Christ’s or “ordinary”
deceased bodies.

More recent research reminds us that the concept of fragmentation of the holy body could be
linked to another contemporaneous practice, wherein body parts considered criminal were put on
public display as form of punishment (Terpstra 2015, pp. 7–52). The mutilation of “criminal” bodies
was allowed across Europe, and it would be of great scholarly interest to understand the parallel
perceptions that occurred in the early modern believer, e.g., the image of a powerful silver limb of a
saint in the church juxtaposed against the sight of a criminal’s rotting dismembered arm, leg, or head.
However, as we learn from the archival materials, those kinds of punishments were quite rare in the
Republic of Venice, at least when compared with other parts of Europe (Seitz 2011; Ostling 2011), and
almost entirely absent from the Bay of Kotor. One exception occurred after a victory over the Ottoman
army in Perast in 1654. The locals cut off the right arm of Mehmed Paša Rizvanagić, commander of
the enemy troops, and sent his corpse to the Ottomans in exchange for slaves (Krušala 1996, p. 220).
Through this act, they desecrated Rizvanagić’s identity and humiliated his body by destroying its
power and integrity. In 1538, a similar fate met don Carlo Gonzaga, Spanish commander of Herceg
Novi, who was killed in retaliation for raping and murdering two young girls from Perast.5 The
townsfolk cut off his right arm and confiscated his sword, which is preserved in Perast to this day.
In spite of the rareness of similar occurrences, fragmenting the enemies’ or criminals’ bodies in the
Bay of Kotor, in contrast to their saintly counterparts, always brought disempowerment and harm to
their identity.

Such acts of fragmentation implied harming an individual’s integrity, whether it was Christ on the
cross, a defeated enemy, a common criminal, or a deceased neighbour. Tearing and cutting up the body
brought humiliation, diminished its power, and endangered the prospect of life after death. And yet,
when it came to relics and reliquaries, the fragmentation of bones and their placement into body-part
containers was deemed a prerequisite for the opposite effect—one of gaining and distributing power
and preserving identity (Hahn 1997, pp. 20–31). However, the domestic use of “common” deathly
remains should not be reduced to a mere consequence of these mixed messages about fragmentation
and the preservation of body parts in the early modern bay.

Fragmentation was considered a powerful yet dangerous act. Dismembering an enemy’s body
implied superiority and control acquired through victory over him. Missandro’s desire to tear Christ’s
body stemmed from a similar motive. Both cases depict dismemberment and fragmentation as acts
to relocate and gain power. Alternatively, body part reliquaries were always displayed as a group
in chapels, church altars, and in the processional carrier along the streets. These particular types
of reliquaries (as opposed to caskets, ostensory-shaped reliquaries, medallions, etc.) were meant to
“work” together. To the early modern believer in the bay, they were always presented as a carefully
orchestrated group of body parts, meant to create physical evidence for the concept of pars pro toto.
They gained their power through a metaphorical or performative integration with the whole, whether
that was a saint in heaven or other reliquaries in the chapel (Bynum and Gerson 1997, pp. 3–7;
Hahn 2010, pp. 284–316). Fragmentation and integration were considered two sides of the same coin,

5

Прилог „Гласника народног универзитета“. 1934. Списак изложених предмета на културно историјској 
изложби Народног универзитета Боке Которске која је свечано отворена 7. октобра 1934. г. 
(The list of exhibited artifacts of The National University of Boka Kotorska, opened 7 October 1934).
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both of which were heavily co-dependent. The paradoxical (although theologically complementary)
way of thinking (Bynum 2012, pp. viii–455) allowed for this institutional practice to become desirable
and, more importantly, translatable to the domestic setting. This fragmentation implied power, its
distribution, manipulation, or relocation.

In his Catechism, Ivan Antun Nenadić explained that a soul inhabits every limb of the human
body in the same way that Christ was present in every host and chalice in the world. When death
occurs, the soul separates from the “bodily temple” and transcends from the earthly domain into the
realm of God (Nenadić 1768, p. 192). Nevertheless, various examples of post-mortem use of body
parts in the early modern period point to a belief that human flesh and bones possessed power even
after death. With veneration of relics, this belief was built upon the fact that the deceased person
was holy and, as such, different from an “ordinary” human. The use of dead bodies was carefully
orchestrated within the institutional context of church rituals. By contrast, manipulation of non-saintly
corpses by common laymen was severely condemned. Numerous above-mentioned incidents testify
that believers in the Bay of Kotor (as well as in other parts of the Venetian Republic) still excavated
bodies of their neighbours from their graves and used the fragments in domestic rituals. This practice
implied a strong conviction in the power of the human body to hurt or heal, even after death.

Katherine Park has argued that, during the late Middle Ages, Italians believed that “the corpse
was only a corpse, the cast off of a self now definitely elsewhere.” Once the being no longer occupied
the body, the corpse became a mere object, in contrast to Northern European beliefs, which held that
deceased bodies were “a magical and semi-animated subject.”(Park 1995, pp. 115, 125) Therefore,
dissection practices, burial rituals, but also theological perspectives, greatly differed between these
two regions. When it came to the post-mortem use and misuse of bodily remains, it was Northern
Europeans who focused on powers that bodies obtained after death, not Italians. Non-saintly bodies,
such as royal ones, were treated in accordance with that belief (Đorđević 2017, pp. 1–19). In regard
to the use of the “ordinary” human body after death, Michael Camille inspected the phenomenon of
mumia, a substance that was derived from corpses and consumed as a drug. During the late medieval
and early modern period, parts of human corpses were widely used in traditional medicine, while the
sick were supposed to be healed by ingesting these substances. However, this practice was thought to
work by “direct natural, rather than supernatural or divine means.” (Camille 1999, p. 312) Moreover,
mumia was always extracted from “pagan” corpses, obtained mostly from Egypt and Syria.

In the past, examination of dead bodies’ potential was usually illustrated through the examples of
royal, pagan, criminal, or holy bodies. Once again, the “otherness” of the deceased (perceived either as
an affirmative or a negative feature) was needed to create the belief that their corpses could influence
the living. And still, in the Venetian Bay of Kotor during the 17th and 18th century, people dissected
corpses of ordinary laymen. No archival source specified the identity, social class, or gender of the
excavated bodies. It appears that the quality of other-worldliness was deemed enough to achieve the
desired effect.

In contrast with Park’s hypothesis, the belief in the “semi-animated” corpse was still widespread
in the southernmost part of the Venetian Republic, years after the Tridentine Reform. As already
noted, in one of the aforementioned sermons, a priest urged his congregation not to collect pus from
corpses. He mentioned how people used it “to apply it to the skin of the sick, or as protection from the
deceased.” This warning illuminates how a “common” corpse could both cure the sick and protect the
living from mortal danger. Corpses were understood, therefore, to simultaneously heal and harm.

As the archival records do not specify the identity of corpses used in “sinful” rituals nor detail
the reasons behind this unorthodox concept, its influences should be sought elsewhere. One possible
explanation could be found in popular beliefs that existed in Southeast Europe at the time. The
Balkan peninsula was an area characterised by a dynamic exchange between Western and Eastern
cultural codes. As such, the age-old beliefs in vampires and other kinds of “undead”, common in local
folklore, could have influenced the use of bodily fragments within the private domain. Furthermore,
from the 8th century onwards, the Bay of Kotor fashioned its identity as the “city of relics”, where
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most of the civic rituals revolved around the remains of Saint Tryphon, the town’s patron saint. The
complex performative agency made the reliquaries and relics an integral part of everyday life for
Kotor’s residents. The important role holy bodies played in times of distress, in combination with the
vivid imagery derived from local folklore, could have contributed to the emergence of practices of
unearthing and fragmenting of dead bodies. The belief that a deceased body could heal (and not only
harm) the living likely stems from the same source as the relic veneration in the Bay. Visual and ritual
methods of conservation and treatment of dead bodies were shared between official and unofficial
domains. By assigning power to “ordinary” bodies and placing them in private domains, people from
the Bay took control over this process, although always by mirroring established institutional practices.

The differing ways in which deceased bodies were used in either an institutional or domestic
setting—although the latter was condemned—should be regarded as complementary, resting on
opposite sides of the same early modern devotional coin. Laymen found creative ways to put into
practice the knowledge they gained in institutional contexts. Their strong belief in the dogmas of
the Catholic Church triggered an impulse to refashion its form, bringing them closer to their own
world (Arnold 2005). Domestication of institutional practices, despite being condemned as “magical”,
“superstitious”, or “sinful” by church authorities, can be understood as a coherent part of the same
religious mechanism. From this point of view, the fragmentation and use of body parts was widespread
across various social settings. Despite existing within different contexts, it relied on a similar set of
rules. Material objects used in these practices reveal a mirroring between the institutional and the
domestic, official and popular, even orthodox and deviant.

3. Healing Using the Fragmented Body

In 1626, a woman from Kotor named Lucieta was accused before a church tribunal of performing
acts of witchcraft, or strigarie. As the case unfolded, it soon became obvious that not only Lucieta, but
also several other women in the town were involved in the “arte di Demonio”. The names Maria from
Korčula and Mariza from Ragusa were often mentioned in the records, which described how these
women had been healing children, men, and women in the bay.6

The town physician Francesco Grassi was called on to inspect the evidence found in Lucieta’s
home. An object “in the shape of agnus dei” was found in the cupboard. Wrapped in red cloth, it held
animal bones, blonde hair (strongly resembling that of Lucieta), children’s nails, and various types of
wood of unknown origin (Vicentius Bucchia, pp. 916, 918). Additionally, it was revealed that Lucieta
had given a cup of water to Maria from Korčula, which she was to serve to her master Vicenzo Bucchia.
In the meantime, Lucieta was supposed to say “parole invocative di Dio” (Vicentius Bucchia, p. 920),
i.e., the prayers that would complete the ritual. All three women were accused of healing children by
witchcraft, a practice condemned by the Catholic Church, yet broadly accepted in the everyday life of
its subjects. One witness even claimed that the women had been “doing the same for the whole town”
and beyond, e.g., in the neighbouring villages of Orahovac and Ljuta (Ibid.).

The objects Lucieta used (bones, wax, body parts such as hair and nails, red cloth, and water)
and the fact they were used in conjunction with rituals such as spoken prayers further elucidate the
relationship between institutional and domestic devotion. Firstly, her “instruments” were stored with
care, hidden in a cupboard and wrapped in red fabric. Secondly, they included specifically chosen
materials, such as body parts, wax, water, and wood. Finally, they were utilised as tools in ritual
performances with the aim of healing or eliciting benefits for herself and other citizens of the bay. The
instruments employed in the secrecy of Lucieta’s home could be seen in a strikingly similar format and
more institutional setting only a few streets away, at the Cathedral of Saint Tryphon.

6 Buća (Vicentius Bucchia). 1623–1646. pp. 916–20. (Diocesan Archive in Kotor (BAK) Fond I/XVI n.d.).
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The most important reliquary in the bay, the “Glorious Head”, containing the skull of Saint
Tryphon, patron of the cathedral and protector of the town, has been treasured for centuries in the
central part of the relic chapel (Tomić 2009, p. 125; Stjepčević 1938, p. 36) (Figure 3).

 
Figure 3. Reliquary of Saint Tryphon’s head (“Glorious Head”), 15th–17th century, gold, sliver, enamel,
rock crystal, jewels, 43 cm × 27 cm × 23 cm, Kotor, Saint Tryphon’s relic chapel (photo by Stevan
Kordić).

The renovation of the chapel at the beginning of the 18th century formally replicated the earlier
organization of the space (Milošević 2003, p. 267). The silver casket with Saint Tryphon’s bones and
the head reliquary were concealed in a marble box in the chapel. The entire space was enclosed with a
large red iron grid, which had been recorded in the archives before the renovation. It was mentioned
specifically in the 17th century, indicating that Lucieta could have witnessed its existence (Tomić 2009,
p. 170)7 (Figure 4).

 
Figure 4. Grid, 17th century, Saint Tryphon’s relic chapel, Kotor, photo by author.

7 The red grid was made in Venice in 1652: Tomić, Radoslav. 2009. Umjetnost od XVI do XX stoljeća. In (Tomić 2009, p. 170).
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Moreover, the cathedral inventory listed red curtains in the chapel, also evidenced by the red
wrought iron hooks that lined its interior. It can be concluded that the bones of the most important
saint in town were carefully stored and locked in a casket, and then fenced offwith an iron grid and
covered with red curtains. Furthermore, the head reliquary, ritually held in processions, was wrapped
in precious red cloth and hidden from the view of the common people for the remainder of the year
(Figure 5).

 
Figure 5. Cloth for the “Glorious Head”, 17th century, Cathedral of Saint Tryphon, Kotor, photo
by author.

On 3 February, Saint Tryphon’s Day, as part of the complex ritual celebration and manipulation of
the relics, this reliquary was washed with water, which was then preserved and later used by nuns, as
it was believed to be capable of healing the sick.8 Ritual washing of the head using water as a precious
and powerful substance, along with spoken prayers and the kissing of the reliquary, was the focal
point of celebration for the common people. This was the sole instance in the liturgical year when
direct physical contact with the saint was institutionally approved. In addition to being washed with
water, the reliquary was dried with linen cloths attached to tiny candles. After the ceremony, these
would be treasured by believers “until the hour of their death”.9 Water and wax candlesticks, the
objects that remained after the celebrations were over, were kept in the households of common people
as precious contact relics.

The physical evidence found in Lucieta’s cupboard reveals the profound influence that institutional
practices had on the common people. Since the possession of saints’ bones was a privilege reserved
for religious institutions and wealthy citizens, she replaced them creatively with different kinds of
corporeal elements obtained from animal carcasses and even living human bodies, including her
own. The use of the fragmented body, along with the particular ways in which it was preserved and
manipulated in healing rituals, was Lucieta’s way of controlling everyday life, something she achieved
by replicating institutional forms of devotion.

8 “Dal ritorno in Chiesa queste reliquie sogliono toccar un bombace e quello lavare i Reverendi Sacerdoti del Capitolo con aqua i qualle poi
davano alle Reverendi Suore o Monache ( . . . ) Queli lo conservano con gran diligenza e divotione per tutto l’anno, e la distribuiscono
giornalmente secondo le occasioni che gli si rappresentano ( . . . )”: Timotej Cizila. Bove d’Oro, pp. 55, 56. NAP R XVI.

9 Ibid., p. 56.
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Witnesses confirmed that the two other women, Maria and Mariza, used a similar performative
framework in their “witchcraft”. Maria was rumoured to be a witch because she healed “children,
women, and men” by using herbs and “saying sacred words”. Mariza used “certain oils” to heal
children while saying “various prayers”. A male witness confessed that she had healed his impotence
by giving him a remedy for “poter ussar carnalmente con le Donne”.10

The use of oils, water, bones, wax, or wood particles in combination with sacred words and
prayers was how the three women performed healing across the Bay of Kotor. The evidence of
treasuring material objects for use in “witchcraft”, in the case of Lucieta, further illuminates the
dynamic relationship between the official and the private. After deciding to take control of the healing
process, these women simulated and appropriated knowledge that had been gained in an institutional
context. It had been proven repeatedly that the fragmented bodies in the relic chapel and the church
were potent. Lucieta decided not only to relocate that power by translating it to her private household,
but to do so by following the rules of presentation and animation as prescribed by the church authorities;
for example, by using the colour red, treasuring the bones by wrapping them in cloth, and securing
them in a concealed place in her home. Their animation was triggered through the utterance of sacred
words and usage in combination with other materials believed to be sacred and potent, such as wax,
wood, and water.

4. Healing the Fragmented Body

In 1667, forty years after Lucieta’s misdeeds had been brought to light, a massive earthquake
caused severe damage to parts of the Cathedral of Saint Tryphon, including the relic chapel. Numerous
silver body part reliquaries were broken. Archival material holds evidence detailing efforts to overcome
the devastation caused to the sacred objects. Among the donors was nobleman Radeta Chiapechi,
who bequeathed part of his funds to be used annually for repairs to two reliquaries in the cathedral
(Tomić 2009, p. 122). However, the archival document offers no description of the exact manner in
which repairs were conducted. Fortunately, physical proof of these efforts is still present in Kotor’s
cathedral, although it remains hidden inside the cupboards of the relic chapel, as opposed to being
displayed on the shelves of the cathedral’s Museum of Sacral Art.

Taking into consideration important research on animation (Bynum 2011, pp. 25–31), as well as
the complex nature of reliquaries, which were seen as objects and subjects by contemporary observers
(Hahn 2005, pp. 239–63), I would like to propose the concept of healing—as opposed to repairing or
fixing—the physical damage caused by the earthquake to these sacred containers. Caroline Walker
Bynum, in her highly influential study on Christian materiality, argues that not only did medieval
devotional objects point beyond their own materiality, but also deliberately disclosed their “stuffness”
to the beholders. Their problematic nature led to simultaneous proliferation and occasional iconoclasm.
Both hostility and enthusiasm, thus, could be found in the attitudes of the church authorities and
theologians toward different forms of holy matter. All those numerous oppositions have grown from
the powerful and problematic assertion that matter was experienced as organic, fertile, changeable, and,
most importantly, alive. This basic understanding of matter, shared between different social classes,
although present during the previous centuries, was mostly found in later medieval phenomena.
(Bynum 2011, pp. 35–40). When it comes to post-Tridentine attitudes toward the living matter, the
circumstances remained problematic, although church authorities continued to warn against the
“wrong” beliefs. Nenadić in his catechesis reminds the congregation that “the image does not hear
our prayers, but those who are depicted there do” (Nenadić 1768, p. 111). However, during the 17th
and 18th century, believers in the Bay of Kotor continued to treat devotional objects, and especially
reliquaries, as if they were alive. The sacred composite of relic and reliquary was referred to as an
animated (or at least semi-animated) substance. The skull of Saint Tryphon in its lavish reliquary was

10 Vicentius Bucchia, p. 917. (NAP n.d.).
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called the Glorious Head. The arm reliquary of Blessed Grazia bears on its skin the carved inscription
“Il brazo di Beato Grazia” (The arm of Blessed Grazia). The semiotic inseparability of relics and
reliquaries enabled relentless belief in the animated nature of the powerful composite. Reliquaries took
on properties of the very things they contained, becoming “both subject to and the object of sacred
contagion” (Klein 2015, p. 233). Therefore, the physical repair that broken objects endured after the
earthquake in Saint Tryphon’s cathedral took the form of the process of healing that injured individual
went through inside the walls of domestic space.

The practice of “healing” these broken limbs sheds light on the ways in which institutional efforts
simulated certain principles of private devotion, mirroring previously presented examples, which
illustrated the process in the opposite direction. Several body part reliquaries from Kotor feature small,
silver ex-voto plates on their surfaces, which were used as patches to cover cracked skin or missing
parts. These odd-looking objects prompt the question: Why were silver votive plates used to undo the
harm inflicted on the reliquaries?

In the 17th and 18th century, silver was widely used and, therefore, was visibly prominent in
the churches of the bay. A great number of icons were adorned with silver casings and lit by candles
inserted into large silver candlestick holders. The Cathedral of Saint Tryphon had, among other
treasures, an entire altar made of silver (Butorac 1999, p. 290). The reasoning behind the use of ex-voto
plates in the “healing” of the reliquaries should not be reduced to a pragmatic explanation such as a lack
of other materials or the convenience of using silver for these particular shapes. Since the reliquaries
were highly valued and carefully protected as the cathedral’s most precious treasure (Stjepčević 1938,
p. 13)11, any argument that implies ignorance or negligence on behalf of their guardians should also
be dismissed. To answer the question posed above, it is useful to delve deeper into the function and
role these plates acquired once they were removed from the walls and reused as parts of holy limbs.
In the early modern era, donating an ex-voto plate after surviving an ordeal such as a shipwreck,
enslavement, or sickness was common practice (Jacobs 2013; Didi-Huberman 2007, pp. 7–16). As a
result, the walls of churches in the bay, especially the island church of Our Lady of the Rocks (Gospa od
Škrpjela) in Perast, were covered in hundreds of silver plates depicting cured legs, arms, eyes, torsos,
or breasts (Brajović 2006) (Figure 6). Others portrayed praying figures, various saints, ships caught in
storms, or chained men praying before an icon.

 
Figure 6. Votive plates, 17th, 18th century, Perast, Church of Our Lady of the Rocks (photo by author).

11 Three guardians, “thesaurarii”, took care of the relics during the year and held three keys to the chapel: (Stjepčević 1938,
p. 13).

322



Religions 2019, 10, 606

On reliquaries, the majority of ex-votos were found on round surfaces on the top or at the bottom,
depending on whether the plate was added to an arm- or leg-shaped container. This particular
placement has its own micro history, which can be traced back to the medieval period.

It is important to note that this miniscule area of the object was not visible to the beholder, neither
in the relic chapel nor during a procession. If we compare late medieval and early modern examples,
we could draw the conclusion that this particular spot served a similar purpose, even when differences
in visual vocabulary and form are taken into account. It was used either for inscriptions or figural
representations, which is why many of them bear the figures of saints or saints’ names. Furthermore,
representations of Jesus, the Arma Christi, or Christograms were commonly displayed during the early
modern period (Figure 7).

 

Figure 7. Bottom of an arm-shaped reliquary, 15th century, Cathedral of Saint Tryphon, Kotor, photo
by Stevan Kordić.

These round spaces also contained the names or coats of arms of donors or those of the artisans
and silversmiths who made the reliquaries. During the early modern period, artisans’ names were also
accompanied by the stamps of their workshops (Figure 8). It can be assumed that the function of this
tiny silver spot was twofold. It could have been a medium used to enhance the object’s sacred power
by adding an image or the name of a holy person, or a prominent votive dedication through which
artisans or patrons recommended themselves to God.

 
Figure 8. Bottom of an arm-shaped reliquary, 18th century, Cathedral of Saint Tryphon, Kotor, photo
by Stevan Kordić.
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In some cases, the ex-voto plates that replaced the original parts of damaged reliquaries replicated
the same iconographic scheme. A few of them featured representations of holy figures, such as the
Virgin Mary or various saints. These depictions could be classified as motifs that served to emphasize
continuity with their medieval neighbours—the image of a holy person whose task was to empower
the object as a whole. More provocative, however, was the choice of votive plates that depicted the
praying figures of donors. On the votive plate placed at the bottom of one arm-shaped reliquary, an
anonymous man is seen praying to the figures of the Virgin Mary and a saint who is wearing military
garments and holding in his left hand a bird with a ring in its beak (Figure 9).

 
Figure 9. Bottom of an arm-shaped reliquary (15th century) with ex-voto (18th century), Cathedral of
Saint Tryphon, Kotor, photo by Stevan Kordić.

This rather unusual iconography for the early modern Bay of Kotor proves less exotic once the
second figure is identified as a saint whose portrait is currently housed in the Cathedral of Saint
Tryphon’s Museum of Sacral Art: Saint Oswald of Northumbria, a 7th century British ruler who united
two kingdoms of the British Isles.

The painting likely dates to 1700 and is the work of Giovanni Venanzi, a lesser-known Venetian
artist (Tomić 2005, pp. 14–16) (Figure 10). The particular iconography seen in the portrait is explained
by events in the saint’s vita: the raven was used as a mediator between the king and his bride, carrying
the ring in both directions (Giampietro della Stua 1769). It could be that this painting was used as
the model for the figure on the plate. In his right hand, Saint Oswald holds a sceptre, which can be
discerned on another votive plate, placed not on top or at the bottom of the silver reliquary, but on the
main surface. Although severely damaged, the saintly king in military attire can still be distinguished
(Figure 11). On the same leg-shaped reliquary, another votive plate is used as a “patch”, depicting a
figure kneeling and praying with rosary beads (Figure 12). A similar relationship of an anonymous
layman praying to the saintly king is visible on both objects, although creatively combined using
separate ex-voto plates on the leg-shaped reliquary. The third example, originating from the same
treasury, bears a peculiar depiction of a young nobleman with, once again, a bird and a ring (Figure 13).
Although likely dating to the late Middle Ages, this metalwork is attached to the top by visible nails,
suggesting it could have been added to the medieval reliquary later. However, this particular silver
“patch” differs in nature from the other examples mentioned and it is probable that this image was
not meant to have a votive purpose. On the other hand, its function and familiar iconography, not
dissimilar to the depictions of Saint Oswald on other votive plates, could very well place it within the
same group of ex-votos.
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Figure 10. Saint Oswald, Giovanni Venanzi, 1700 ca., Cathedral of Saint Tryphon, Kotor, photo by author.

 
Figure 11. Leg-shaped reliquary (15th century) with ex-voto plates (18th century), Cathedral of Saint
Tryphon, Kotor, photos by Stevan Kordić.
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Figure 12. Leg-shaped reliquary (15th century) with ex-voto plates (18th century), Cathedral of Saint
Tryphon, Kotor, photos by Stevan Kordić.

 
Figure 13. Bottom of an arm-shaped reliquary, 14th century, Cathedral of Saint Tryphon, Kotor.

This iconographic clarification only complicates the question posed earlier. Is it possible that
Venanzi’s late 17th/early 18th century painting triggered a cult of Saint Oswald in Kotor and that
votive plates were offered to this particular saint? Even more curious is the reasoning behind the
repeated use of Saint Oswald’s image on damaged reliquaries in the cathedral. His Northumbrian
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hagiography can hardly be related to Venetian Kotor. There were no other votive plates with similar
iconography recorded in churches in the bay, nor were comparable objects mentioned in archival
material or secondary literature (at least to the author of this paper’s knowledge). Saint Oswald’s
nearest and most developed cult was in Sauris, located in Friuli Venezia Giulia, which was at the
time ruled by the Republic of Venice (Grassi 1782, p. 170). The church of Saint Oswald was a centre
of pilgrimage during the 17th and 18th century. As we learn from the notably scarce sources, this
particular saint was venerated across the Republic of Venice as a protector against disease. More
precisely, he was often invoked as “saint protector of bones”. Unfortunately, the physical findings of
his cult remain insufficiently researched. It is known, however, from contemporary pilgrim sources,
that the saint was famed for the successful and quick healing of damaged bones.12

If we recall that the reliquaries were not only instruments for treasuring the memory of saints, but
themselves dynamic and present subjects throughout the past centuries, it can be argued that healing
them required a process more complex than the mere fixing of cracks caused by an earthquake. The
application of votive plates to the epidermal layer of broken reliquaries, together with the choice of a
saint responsible for healing disease and broken bones, could lead this interpretation to the topics of
animation and subject–object relations. However, this phenomenon might also offer a deeper insight
into the role that “domestic” or “private” processes for healing the “ordinary” body occupied in the
creative refashioning and treatment of saintly bodies in the institutional setting. As dozens of silver
ex-voto plates in the bay testify, the men, women, and children of households prayed before an icon
for their loved one to be healed in times of sickness. Some plates feature miniscule representations of
families, united around the bed of an ailing family member, kneeling and praying under an icon of the
Virgin Mary or another saint. Other plates render single body fragments—leg parts, arms, breasts,
or eyes—as evidence of healed body parts. Some depict a saint or praying figure as crucial elements
in the act of receiving heavenly aid. The most common timeline for the process would have been:
suffering; praying to the saint; healing; donating the votive plate. Through the final element in the
chain, a process that largely takes place within the domestic space of the injured person suddenly
becomes part of the institutional setting (Laven 2016, pp. 191–212). As such, silver votive offerings
incorporated features of both private and public devotion.

When it comes to their application to body-part reliquaries, the timeline mentioned above,
which assumes a gradual process of miraculous transformation, is replaced with an instantaneous
change. From the point of iconography, these composite objects—reliquary with votive plates
attached—required the presence of praying figures, patron saints of the sick, and the newly cured
limb. In this case, the healing was performed by integrating an object that represented aid successfully
received, one that held the power of the holy presence in the everyday world. The choice of Saint
Oswald, a sacred figure celebrated for curing the diseased, especially those with injured bones and
limbs, conforms to the popular image of a reliquary that simultaneously involves components of the
object and subject. The praying figures and the presence of carefully chosen saints were needed to affect
the “subject” part of the sacred composite. Applying newly forged silver plates as “patches” rather
than pre-used but more evocative ones would leave us in no doubt about the clear-cut separation of the
two spheres within the institutional setting after the Reformation. However, treating the reliquaries as
animate matter shows the existence of highly complex attitudes in early modern (official) devotion to
the saints. Most importantly, in times of distress, the church authorities, which had to approve every
contact with the reliquaries in the chapel, chose a mechanism of healing that reflected the private lives
of believers. They treated the injured saintly body the same way that loved ones treated their sick
family members or themselves, by using elements already familiar—from images of saints and rosary
beads to performing the act of kneeling and praying, and, finally, offering a votive gift as testament to

12 “Il pellegrinaggio a Sauris (Carnia) per pregare nella chiesa dedicata a S. Osvaldo”: http://www.costalissoio.it/varie/SAURIS/sauris.
htm.
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the successful end of the journey. The body parts of saints, who for centuries assisted in healing and
protecting believers in the bay, were themselves healed by simulating procedures usually performed
in a domestic setting, even though that was sometimes done by using fragmented bodies other than
those of the saints.

5. Conclusions

The domestic use of fragmented bodies for the purpose of healing was a consistent practice in the
early modern Bay of Kotor. Instead of relics and reliquaries, common laypeople used the remains of
deceased people acquired through the risky practice of grave exhumation. Others, such as Lucieta,
used fragments of living bodies and animals. When questioned before a church tribunal, both the
accused and witnesses emphasized their strong belief in God, which they supported by stating that
they attended church regularly and took communion twice a year. The “sinful acts” that resulted in
their condemnation, in terms of iconographic and performative elements, bore a strong resemblance to
the institutional treatment of the fragmented bodies of saints. On the other hand, institutional efforts
to repair damaged reliquaries, with the use of particular iconography and votive plates, mirrored the
way in which the injured bodies of common laypeople were healed in the private domain. When a
body needed to be protected from illness and damage, both parties from the different sides of the
border separating the “official” and “unofficial” domains of religion reached for tools that had proved
effective in yielding the desired result. By borrowing and adopting iconographic and ritual elements
from each other, the church authorities and common people participated in a shared devotional world
in which the fragmented body and its creative (mis)use possessed healing powers.

The examples of creative exchange in ways of healing the sacred and the ordinary human bodies,
where official and private practices existed on a continuum rather than as opposites of orthodox and
heretical, could be seen as a fruitful ground for further methodological treatment of similar subjects.
The lack of archival data on domestic practices could be complemented, although carefully, by the
existent knowledge of institutional manipulation of the body (and vice versa), allowing for the more
flexible approach to the matter. Dissolution of clear bynaristic methodological structures should not
leave the researcher on a shaky relativistic or pluralistic ground of postmodernism with the fear that
following any particular direction would only mean creation of another fixed narrative. In this case,
allowing the spectrum or continuum of religious practices, instead of familiar binary model, does not
imply the lack of (always artificial) methodological symmetry. However, the ways in which domestic
and institutional attitudes toward the body intersected are various and rather complex. In this paper,
the chosen methodological path has followed usage of the fragmented bodies in the two domains,
merging them into the vast research ground, and denying the firm line of division. In that manner,
diverse historical subjects (the witch and the priest, among others) were allowed to communicate their
realities as equals, in spite of differences in verbal and visual vocabularies that were both used for
the purpose. Moreover, the articulations of the healed bodily image that each offered were treated as
equally influential, allowing for the ideas to flow in both directions. In that way, fragmentation and
healing, as the focal points in this analysis, proved to be flexible and adaptive concepts, similarly used
in both official and domestic surroundings.
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Abstract: This contribution explores a peculiar kind of annotation in Arabic multiple-text manuscripts.
These manuscripts were often compiled as a personal ‘one-volume library’, containing copies and
excerpts of a unique selection of texts. Further, they were often used for less guided writing activities.
The owners left notes, lists and sometimes even sketches in the margins or on blank pages between
the texts. Among these, lists of life dates of relatives are a valuable source for studies on domestic
devotion. On the one hand, they give glimpses on the composition of households. How many people
lived together and who were they? These lists inform us about names regardless of gender. On the
other hand, the penning of these list is in itself a trace of a practice intricately tied to the familial
and domestic spheres. These lists are usually the only place, in which the memory of those people
is preserved.

Keywords: book history; family history; ottoman empire; Arabic manuscripts

1. Introduction

Among the Daiber collection in Tokyo, there is a nondescript manuscript of 92 folios measuring
16.5 × 21.2 cm. As so many Arabic manuscripts, MS Daiber II 146 is a majmū’a, a book that contains
several texts that were bound into one book. Such books could either be compiled from composite
materials, i.e., pages written by several different people in diverse places and at different times
(=composite manuscripts). Or they were the product of one textual engagement during which a
more or less deliberate selection of texts was penned and compiled to function as a “one-volume
library” (=multiple-text manuscripts, short MTMs).1 Gerhard Endress describes majmū’as as “the least
formal genre of books among the familiar types of collecting and organizing knowledge in medieval
manuscripts”2: “Not complete works or “best of” collections, nor corpus sets (the Organon of logic,
described above, is not a typical instance), are united in such volumes, but treasure troves resulting
from months, or even years, of activity.3” And these characteristics would be kept during the early
modern period and beyond, as well.

Depending on their context of production, MTMs often constitute entirely unique compilations
of materials, notes and even sketches which in themselves already hint at a devotional component
in engagements with the written word. This is also true for MS Daiber II 146 which contains eight
different textual units (described below), as well as a list of life dates of life dates of, assumedly,
relatives of the former owner. What, however, distinguishes this manuscript from many other MTMs,
is that we can identify the person who penned this list and thus wanted to preserve the memory of
his relatives. He was the manuscript’s former owner—and most probably compiler—Muh. ammad

1 On this distinction, see (Endress 2016; Schmidt 2016; Friedrich and Schwarke 2016).
2 (Endress 2016, p. 177).
3 (Endress 2016, p. 204).
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al-Qarmashlı̄ who furthermore wrote one work in the compilation and endowed it in the Great Mosque
of Diyarbakr as he tells in an endowment note on the first page (fol. 1r): “I have endowed this volume
[ . . . ] for my son Muh. ammad Sa’ı̄d, then for his son Muh. ammad Rashı̄d and for both their offspring
. . . , then for the Sunni scholars and the community; signed the endower, Muh. ammad al-Qarmashlı̄,
3.12.1269 [7.9.1853].”

The concern for remembrance in writing is not particular to predominantly Muslim societies,
be they pre-modern or modern. However, they developed specific modes and practices of remembrance,
tackled with their own concerns about the afterlife, drew on diverse sources and reacted to particular
social and material conditions. With regard to the early modern period, the increasing availability
of affordable paper due to the ‘European paper revolution’ should be mentioned in one breath with
the relatively high levels of literacy and the overall growing importance of the written word.4 At the
same time, there was a great deal of continuity to the medieval period in terms of the preservation
of writing. As we have seen, the endowment remained a viable mode of assuring the survival of
one’s book, well beyond the early modern period. Al-Qarmashlı̄ thus participated in a long tradition
concerned with remembrance, creating his own personal ‘treasure trove’ and using it to secure his and
his family’s memory.

This article connects the making of such lists to a wider framework of practices of remembrance
in the early modern Middle East. It sets out by situating the use of books within the field of domestic
devotion with a focus on the Ottoman period (Section 2). It then introduces several lists of life dates
(Section 3). While we do not know enough of the concrete motivations for including such lists in a
given manuscript, I argue that more often than not we should consider the placement of such lists as
deliberate. Moreover, they were put in a specific place within a specific manuscript for a variety of
reasons, as will be shown below. Finally, I will link these lists to other expressions of remembrance
practices found in pre-modern Muslim cultural production, such as h. adı̄th studies with their concern
for uninterrupted oral/aural transmissions of the Prophet’s deeds and sayings, the connected emergence
of a rich biographical tradition, and literary genres intended to help bereaved parents to cope with the
death of their children (Sections 4 and 5).

Although the lists at the center of this contribution rarely give away emotions directly, the act of
writing down names and life dates in itself shows a concern over the well-being of one’s descendants
(be they children or adults) in this world and the next. Moreover, in contrast to the highly public
nature of most large-scale biographical collections concerned with the pillars of community, those
humble lists were concerned with the realm of family and thus with relations built and formed to a
large degree in the domestic sphere.

2. Ottoman Domestic Devotion

In 2012, the journal History Compass published a special issue in which several scholars discussed
the influence of Michael McKeon’s The Secret History of Domesticity on public sphere theory and state
building processes during the early modern period. Thereby, the contributors shed further light on
the division of public and private spheres in both language and diverse social contexts. Whereas this
endeavor remained restricted to a very limited imagination of European history, concurrent processes
which brought domestic spaces to the foreground seem to have taken place in early modern Islamicate
societies as well.

Research on the historical Middle East has usually approached the topic of domestic space in
conjuncture with other topics more prominent in the field. This can be partly attributed to differences
in available sources on the domestic sphere. However, in the introduction to her recent edited volume
Performing Religion, Ines Weinrich has summarized that devotion more generally had long been
sidelined in the philologically oriented discipline of Islamic Studies: “[ . . . ] for a long time the main

4 Cf. (Hirschler 2012; Hanna 2004).
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written text in Islam was treated solely as a book, i.e., a textual composition in its entirety, and the oral
character of the text and its formation was thereby largely neglected.”5 Weinrich identifies a scholarly
division of labor as a main cause for the neglect of practices surrounding devotional texts:

On the other hand, the study of [ . . . ] the interaction between religious specialists and
believers, the body or of devices aiming at the senses has often been carried out by scholars
from the field of Cultural Anthropology [ . . . ]. This labour division has unfortunately led to a
tendency which has further deepened the division: studies of Islamic religious practice have
tended to focus on the seemingly sensational, on the so-called ‘different’ [ . . . ]. Valuable as
these works are, showing the great diversity of Islamic practices and lending deep insight into
individual forms of it, they have at the same time suggested—often without intention—that
the use of aesthetic sensation or bodily techniques is limited to the extra-ordinary practices
and groups of Islam.6

Only recently a growing literature, both contemporary and historical, has begun to explore more
or less ‘ordinary’ devotional experiences, as well. Among those, Marion Katz’s work on several pillars
of religiosity is particularly noteworthy.7 This being said, a certain shift towards ‘domesticity’ during
the Ottoman period is visible in, particularly but not restricted to, court cultures, which witnessed
a transformation of domestic space itself.8 In Ottoman Egypt, the houses of higher military officers
(amı̄r/umarā’) gained functions that before were served by public building projects. Their residences
featured a dı̄wān chamber for semi-public receptions and gatherings. Likewise, the scholarly or literary
sessions (majālis) enjoyed by large parts of the “bourgeoisie” were moved from communal to domestic
settings. The same shift apparently affected education, including the establishment of private libraries
in separate rooms or niches, where guests could read or borrow books.9

Houses thus became more private and more public at the same time. Among the most impressive
manifestations of this shift are certainly the wall decorations, which encompassed the reception areas
in Ottoman-era upper-class houses. Four rooms from Damascus (18th–19th centuries) and one earlier
example from Aleppo (16th century) are currently on exhibition in museums in Honolulu, Los Angeles,
New York, Dresden, and Berlin, all of which feature panels with inscriptions of passages from religious
texts. Whereas the Damascus Rooms were presumably ordered by Muslim patrons, the Aleppo Room
in the Pergamon Museum in Berlin points towards a Christian owner.10 Apparently inscriptions were
selected to be inviting to people of all (monotheistic) faiths present in the region. In the more recent
rooms, religion-specific phrases are avoided—neither the Prophet Muh. ammad nor even the basmalla
(invocation of God’s name) are mentioned—so that its contents would be agreeable to Christian,
Samaritan, or Jewish guests. The earlier Aleppo Room proceeds in a different manner but with a
similar result: while it includes passages from the psalms, it also features a quote from the Quran
and an “ecumenical invocation of God”.11 Furthermore, these reception halls featured a niche at the
entrance where a pitcher of water and a bowl were kept for the washing before and after meals as
well as for the ablution before prayers. Thus, these new domestic arrangements provided a material
basis for domestic devotional practices to emerge as well as being a testimony to, and a result of, their
increased importance during the Ottoman period. Last but not least, these wall decorations included
spaces where books could be kept.

A higher valuation of activities in the domestic sphere is further tangible in narrative sources
from Syria and Egypt between, roughly, the 14th and 18th centuries. The literary output and variety

5 (Weinrich 2016, p. 11).
6 (Weinrich 2016, p. 12).
7 (Katz 2013, 2014, 2019).
8 (Peirce 1993; Lal 2005).
9 (Hanna 1998, pp. 93, 97–99). See also (Pfeifer 2015).
10 (Ott 2008). For the New York room, see (Mathews 1997).
11 (Ott 2008, pp. 215–16).
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increased due to concurrent processes described as “textualisation” and “popularisation”.12 A number
of contingencies contributed to this development. On one hand, writing seems to have gained growing
importance vis-a-vis the oral tradition of Muslim education and knowledge transmission. Domestic
matters appear with higher frequency in these and offer possibilities for an assessment of normative
sources. In this context, literature sought out new audiences and adapted to them in format, language,
style, and content. The Ottoman period further provided the necessary stability for written and
material evidence to survive in larger numbers.

The proliferation of private libraries certainly benefitted the survival and transmission also of
texts which could be considered miscellaneous, were unedited or were written outside the traditional
circles of authors.13 The complementary relationship of private collections with endowed libraries,
particularly the legal framework that ideally should secure the integrity of book endowments over time,
is already visible in the short description of MS Daiber II 146 above. While the communal repositories
depended upon private endowments to become and remain libraries, they also constituted a source of
texts which would enter—either directly or through the book market—private collections. In turn,
those collections would once again be bequeathed upon an endowed library.

Texts, books, single quires or even pages circulated between high-profile communal book
repositories in mosques, Sufi convents, or madrasas, local book and paper markets, and also in the
domestic spaces described above. The prevalence of these circulations is both a blessing and a curse
in terms of studying domestic devotional book use. On the one hand, many manuscripts that have
been used in such ways have survived due to their (repeated) endowment. On the other hand, their
circulation makes it difficult to distinguish which of those traces are connected to domestic spaces
and which were particular to other spaces. Still, I would reiterate that during the early modern
period manuscripts would increasingly be used in domestic spaces, even if they, or parts thereof,
were produced elsewhere. More importantly, books could only function as vessels of remembrance if
they circulated:

Whereas it is difficult to establish which books were written in domestic settings, it is clear
that they were used there. In fact, the memoria functions of books can only be understood
against the background of their circulation between private and endowed libraries and a
wider readership. A book was a tangible object that connected one’s present to the great
figures of the past or to one’s forefathers—and promised to offer the same for oneself in the
future. This was not to be achieved by storing it away. Its value was realized only by its
future readers and copyists.14

These traces include the individual organization of texts within any given MTM. They also
become visible in the annotations made by a manuscript’s users and owners. By appropriating
its margins and blank spaces for notes with one’s own domestic or family life or other forms of
annotations, any ‘academic’ or ‘religious’ manuscript could be turned into an object of domestic
devotion. Using a manuscript as a seemingly arbitrary writing surface was not simply the result of
scarcity of paper. Placing notes—and thus the names of dear ones—in close proximity to revered
texts and the handwriting of esteemed individuals was in itself an aim of a devotional practice.
Defying an easy definition, baraka, as something that was embedded in multiple practices has best
been circumscribed by Fartacek and Nigst:

Baraka is seen as a force that augments the good, increases fertility and which helps people
to make the right decisions; it keeps people grounded and gives strength; it makes an
individual healthy and is conducive to ‘sound’ relations between the people. Baraka, one

12 (Hirschler 2012, p. 21).
13 (Herzog 2013).
14 (Wollina 2019, p. 164).
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is told, is helpful in respect of remorse and forgiveness. Moreover, baraka is said to be a
preventive force against the machinations of the demons and the effects of the Evil Eye. [ . . .
] Baraka is thought to be an exclusively positive force and this characteristic trait bestows
upon baraka a unique rank: it is of divine origin—from an emic perspective as well.15

Through their traceable circulation, manuscripts could become carriers of baraka: “The devotional
value of a book was thus not only enshrined in the text but in the object itself. The transmission of
baraka dependeds on direct interaction between people—and apparently between people and books.16”
Moreover, baraka was accumulated through the same circulation which it helped fuel. The relationship
between this complex notion and the modes of production, reproduction, and preservation of texts17

was thus more than complex itself. It was certainly a factor which informed al-Qarmashlı̄’s penning of
a list of birth dates and bespeak of a hope that those dates and more so the names attached to them
would be remembered.

3. Simple Lists of Names and Dates?

The following analysis explores the content and placement of three lists of life dates. This endeavor
is guided by the question of whether the placement was deliberate or if it was simply predetermined
by material constraints such as the scarcity of blank space. Did scribes place lists of life dates of
their relatives in a particular manuscript they owned? Did they place it in a specific place within
that manuscript? The manuscripts introduced here indicate that there was a wide spectrum of
possibilities. Choices were influenced by social criteria such as a scribe’s involvement in writerly
culture and traditions of learning. They were further influenced by the difference of MTMs and
composite manuscripts. Whereas the annotation of a composite manuscript always had to take the
pre-existing mis en page into account, the compiler of an MTM could plan ahead and deliberately
leave free space for annotation. In both cases, however, owners could include blank pages to later be
filled with annotations of their own.18 Finally, these lists were not a set writerly genre in themselves
and therefore granted the respective scribe a great amount of agency.

3.1. MS Daiber II 146

Muh. ammad al-Qarmashlı̄ penned the eight texts included in the manuscript between 1241 and
1253 (1825–26 to 1837–38), and later compiled it and endowed it in 1269 (1853). The following list gives
the contents in their order:

1. Kalimat bayān madhhab al-t.ā’ifa al-Yazı̄diyya wa-h. ukmihim wa-h. ukm al-amwāl al-kā’ina
bi-aydı̄him (fols. 1v-7r): a text on the Yezidis and the conditions should they convert to Islam by
“al-S. ālih. ”; followed by a commentary by “Mụhammad al-Barqal’ı̄”.

2. Excerpts from Anwār al-Tanzı̄l by al-Bayd. āwı̄ on the first three Suras of the Qur’ān (fols. 7r-v).
3. Fragment of a legal work (fols. 7v-8v).
4. Risālat al-tunbāk (fols. 9r-10r) by Muh. yı̄ al-Dı̄n al-Jazārı̄: a legal treatise on smoking.
5. Al-Qas. ı̄da al-lāmiyya fı̄ al-tawh. ı̄d (fols. 10r-31v) by ‘Alı̄ b. ‘Uthmān al-Farghānı̄ al-Ūshı̄: a

creed; with the commentary Nafı̄s al-riyād. li-i’dām al-amrād. by Khalı̄l b. ‘Alā al-Dı̄n al-Bukhārı̄
(ca. 750/1349)

6. Nubdha fı̄ ta’rı̄f awsāf sayf ‘Alı̄ karramahu Allāh wa-h. arasahu al-musammā bi-dhı̄ al-faqār (fols.
32r-v) by Muh. ammad b. Ni’ma al-Qarmashlı̄ (see below)

15 (Fartacek and Nigst 2016, pp. 53, 57)
16 (Wollina 2019, p. 162).
17 (Wollina 2019, pp. 161–62).
18 In the case of composite manuscripts, a rebinding of pre-existing contents with a few blank pages would create a new

composite manuscript. For MTMs, blank pages could appear especially at the end of quires when a copied work did not
correspond exactly with the number of leaves in that quire.
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7. Badı̄’ al-ma’ānı̄ fı̄ sharh. ‘aqı̄dat al-Shaybānı̄ (fols. 33r-69r): a commentary on al-Shaybānı̄’s creed
by the Damascene scholar Najm al-Dı̄n Ibn Qād. ı̄ ‘Ajlūn (d. 866/1472)

8. Dhāt al-shifā’ fı̄ sı̄rat al-nabı̄ wa-l-khulafā’ (fols. 70v-93r) by Muh. ammad b. Muh. ammad al-Jazarı̄
(d. 833/1429): poem on the biographies of the Prophet and the first four caliphs; followed a
historical survey concluding with the Ottoman sultan Bayezid’s conquest of Constantinople.

The composition of this manuscript can be regarded as typical for a personal compilation of the
early modern period. It combines general works on Muslim faith and devotion with more topical aspects
relevant to specific places—the Yezidis have been settled close to al-Qarmashlı̄’s hometown in the border
regions between Iraq, Syria, and Turkey, or time periods—treatises on the permissibility of smoking
proliferated since the 17th century immediately following the spread of tobacco.19 The manuscript
possibly served as a form of compendium or almanac, being consulted by its owner in a variety of
situations while, at the same time, revealing much of its owner’s positioning within society. Most of
the manuscript is written by al-Qarmashlı̄’s hand except for parts in the beginning of the seventh work,
where he restored the texts from fragments of an older copy (fols. 34a-39b). The list of life dates is
placed between this title and the following on fols. 69v-70r. I give here translated summaries (the text
in brackets was added above the line):

1. Āmina, daughter of H. awwā’, born 3 Ramad. ān 1276/25 March 1860
2. Fāt.ima, daughter of Sittiyya, born on the night of Muh. ammad’s Nightly Journey, i.e., 27 Rajab

1277/8 February 1861
3. H. awwā’, daughter of H. awwā’, born one hour after the evening prayer on a Wednesday night in

the second half of Jumādā II 1278/December 1861
4. Ummat Allāh, daughter of Maryam, born shortly before the afternoon prayer on Saturday,

15 Ramad. ān 1278, 3 Adhār/16 March 1862
5. Raqiyya, daughter of Muh. ammad Sa’ı̄d, born on Monday night, 26 Jumādā II 1280, 25 Tishrı̄n II/6

December 1863 [she then lived 11 nights and died]
6. Muh. ammad ‘Azı̄z, son of Muh. ammad T. āhir, born in the night of the Bayram, i.e., 1 Shawwāl

1281/27 February 1865
7. Āsya, daughter of Muh. ammad Sa’ı̄d, born in the night of 6 Dhū al-H. ijja 1282/22 April 1866
8. Muh. ammad(?) on 7 [Jumādā I around the afternoon prayer 1284/6 September 1867] and he lived

until 30 Tammūz, 12 Rabı̄’ II of the following year/2 August 1868, his age was one year
9. Muh. ammad Badr al-Dı̄n, born one hour after the morning prayer on Monday, 22 Kānūn II,

9 Shawwāl 1284/3 February 1868, then died on the seventh day after his birth in his first year
10. [Fol. 70a] H. awwā, daughter of Mullā Muh. ammad, born around the afternoon prayer on Thursday,

3 Jumādā II, 13 Tammūz 1257/23 July 1841
11. Her sister Maymūna, born one hour after the call to the evening prayer on Thursday night,

21 Adhār, 6 Rabı̄’ II 1262/3 April 1846
12. Muh. ammad Rashı̄d, son of Muh. ammad Sa’ı̄d, born in the first half of Tuesday night, 22(?) Tishrı̄n

II, 8 Muh. arram 1267/13 November 1850
13. H. afs.a, daughter of Muh. ammad Sa’ı̄d [from Āmina], born in the first third of Monday night,

26 Sha’bān, 10 Kānūn 1270/24 May 1854
14. Zaynab, daughter of Muh. ammad Sa’ı̄d [from Sittiyya], born in the beginning third of Monday

night, 4 Jumādā I, 10 Kānūn II 1274/21 December 1857
15. Fāt.ima, daughter of H. awwā’, born just after sunrise on Friday, 11 Jumādā II, 2 Kānūn II 1277/25

December 1860

19 (Grehan 2006).
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16. ‘Ā’isha, daughter of Muh. ammad Sa’ı̄d from his wife Āmina, born on the last night of 1275, i.e.,
30 Dhū al-H. ijja 1275/20 June 1860

17. The final entry does not give a name but only states “10 days on 22 R(ajab) ‘85/8 November 1868”
which might refer to the time of writing this list.

The positioning of this list between a creed that lays out the ritual obligations of every Muslim
on the one hand and a work of Prophetic reverence on the other might be regarded as intentional as
it carries symbolic meaning, placing those people close to his heart in close textual proximity to the
Prophet, while asserting their adherence to the Muslim faith through the equal proximity to a work
expounding the rules upheld by this faith. The dates of the entries show that this list was added to
the manuscript after it had been endowed. The former owner still had access to and could even alter
the manuscript. The order of the entries with the later dates having been penned on the first page
(fol. 69v) further indicates that this list was not continuously expanded. Rather, the entire list was
connected to the manuscript’s endowment. It might even have carried legal weight in that it elaborates
on his endowment note on fol. 1r., several people listed were, in fact, intended beneficiaries of his book
endowment, “for my son Muh. ammad Sa’ı̄d, then for his son Muh. ammad Rashı̄d and for both their
offspring”. As will become apparent below, the list’s placement within the manuscript benefitted the
survival of the memory of his mentioned family members.

The list identifies who belonged to “their offspring”. Thus, we can identify Muh. ammad Sa’ı̄d’s
children as Raqiyya (no 5), Āsya (no 7), H. afs.a (no 13), Zaynab (no 14), and ‘Ā’isha (no 16), besides
the mentioned Muh. ammad Rashı̄d (no 12).20 What is striking in this respect is the large number of
entries where the mother is mentioned instead of the father. I assume that these women belonged
to al-Qarmashlı̄’s family and married men outside the family. However, the other entries show that
the list did not only serve to support legal claims but was meant to preserve the memory of all those
members of al-Qarmashlı̄’s family. The list also includes several entries where the person had died in
infancy (nos 5, 8, 9) and thus raises the question what the purpose of their inclusion was.

Andreas Görke and Konrad Hischler have stated that the documentation of endowments was
indeed produced with the intention of preserving one’s memory. They were “as much legal records as
textual spaces to celebrate [i.e., commemorate] the respective endower.”21 The manuscript at hand is
not in itself an endowment record (waqfiyya). But in a similar way it offers itself for the preservation of
people’s memory. As it was compiled by the endower and starts out with an endowment note, I would
argue that we could subject the entirety of his al-Qarmashlı̄’s annotations to a joint reading of a paratext
which is scattered throughout the manuscript. Anchored by the endowment note, all his annotations
constitute a joint textual space which allowed him room for maneuvering in his self-presentation
comparable to that in an endowment record, if not more so. The list would thus respond to those
annotations as well as to the works in the manuscript.

3.2. Earlier Examples

There are two other instances of such lists that I have found in the Egyptian National Library
under the call numbers MS Fiqh Taymūr 58 and MS Fiqh Taymūr 511. Neither is an MTM but their
blank spaces have been used in a similar way to preserve life dates of an owner’s family members.
At the same time, those lists are different from the one in MS Daiber II 146 in several respects. Both are
placed on their manuscript’s final page, after the end of the text they contain. This placement marks
those lists as paratextual annotations, which are dissociated from the respective content, whereas in the
former manuscript it appears on the first glance as a part of the compilation. This aspect is emphasized

20 The parentage of the entries 10 and 11 is more difficult to identify as all three generations of males share the first name
Muh. ammad. The honorific “mullā” does not really tell us which one of them was their father. However, judging by their
dates of birth it seems most likely that they too, were Muh. ammad Sa’ı̄d’s children.

21 (Görke and Hirschler 2011, p. 11).
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by the difference in handwriting. Al-Qarmashlı̄’s handwriting is found throughout his manuscript,
whereas in these two cases the owner’s/scribe’s handwriting is distinct from the one which penned the
text of the manuscript.

Their position is also more prominent in regard to cursory readings of the manuscript, and at least
the list in MS Fiqh Taymūr 58 might have been interpreted as a proof of legal ownership. This might
explain why the scribe’s signature has been rendered illegible. This list consists of only two entries
from the end of the 17th century on the otherwise blank verso of the text’s last page. Neither entry
gives a name but they refer to the birth of a “hopefully blissful” son and daughter respectively. Apart
from the time and date of birth, the latter entry also gives the place of birth as “the city of God’s
Prophet [peace be upon him]”, i.e., Medina. The two births are five years apart, the former occurring
in 1104/1692 and the latter in 1109/1697.

The other list in MS Fiqh Taymūr 511 is more comprehensive in that it consists of seven entries, all
of which give a name. Unfortunately, the handwriting is difficult to decipher. This ‘list’ consists of
seemingly independent notes all around the colophon of the work included in the manuscript. Some
run vertical on the page and their order is not apparent from their arrangement. I have indicated the
position on the page in brackets and also where dates are difficult parts to decipher.

1. ‘Abd al-Malik, born 1 Rajab 1161 (1171?)/27 June 1748 [left of the colophon, vertical script]22

2. Nafı̄sa, born 2 Ramad. ān 1162/16 August 1749 [left of the colophon, horizontal script, below no 1]
3. H. alı̄ma, born 27 Dhū al-Qa’da 116(4?)/17 October 1751(?) [lower left corner of the page, below no

2, horizontal script]
4. ‘Abd al-Rah. ı̄m, born 16 Jumādā I 1167/11 March 1754 [right of colophon, horizontal script]
5. ‘Abd al-Rah. mān, born 16 (26?) Jumādā II 1167/10 (20?) April 1754 [right of colophon, horizontal

script, above no 4]23

6. Much of this entry is hidden by a paper slip carrying the stamp of the Taymūriyya Library, thus
neither the name nor the person’s gender can be identified. They were born in Ramad. ān of
one year between 1168 and 1171/1754–1758 [below the colophon, right of no 3 and below no 4,
diagonal script]24

7. ‘Abd Allāh “the last son/child”, born 15 Sha’bān 1172/13 April 1759 (top right of colophon, above
no 5, vertical script)

This list discloses a different engagement with a manuscript. It was turned around for the entries
to be written in different directions, which might indicate a dialogical situation of writing. It further
suggests that not all of the entries were penned in one session but rather as part of a continuous practice,
in particular, the final entry had to be ‘squeezed in’ above the others on the right side of the colophon.
Neither list is as developed as al-Qarmashlı̄’s list, which supports this notion. Nevertheless, they result
from the same motivation, using the respective manuscript as a vessel to preserve the memory of one’s
children. When the manuscripts were endowed, this memory could be perpetuated and, with it, the
memory of the familial relationships between those people—as well as between them and the scribe.

The question remains what qualifies this practice as a devotional practice and what can such a
small sample tell us about domestic devotion more generally. In the remaining two sections, I will
contextualize these terse lists with regards to more visible and prevalent communal practices. Although
only traces of a more complex social practice, they indicate that the following saying of the Damascene
scholar Muh. ammad Ibn T. ūlūn (d. 1546) was widely heeded: “It is not fitting that anyone who

22 As this entry is the only one which calls the son a “blessed son”, I assume it refers to the scribe’s firstborn. Therefore,
the earlier date would make more sense.

23 I am rather uncertain of my reading in the case of nos. 4. and 5. It might well be that both were born on the same day and
that the order in which their names are written on the page recreates that of the basmalla: bi-smi llāhi al-rah. mān al-rah. ı̄m.

24 For the later date, see the following entry no. 7; concerning the earlier date, I speculate that the entry’s position on the page
indicates that it was added after the two sons born in 1167.
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possesses even a small amount of knowledge should allow himself to be forgotten.”25 Moreover, their
preoccupation with kinship ties and birth dates could build on models prevalent in the wide-spread
h. adı̄th and biographical literature (Section 4). From another perspective, al-Qarmashlı̄’s inclusion of
deceased children resonates with genres concerned with the consolation of bereaved parents and with
their overcoming of grief (Section 5). Whereas the lists discussed here do not amount to a narrative
engagement with mourning, they do bespeak of a concern over one’s children in this world, and the
next, and therefore can qualify as traces of devotional practices.

4. Biographical Literature

The longstanding concern over preserving the memory of individuals in Arabic Islamicate
literature and writing more generally is epitomized in a long and broad tradition of biography,
collective biography, and prosopography.26 There is consensus that the origins of those literary genres
lay in the field of h. adı̄th, the discipline concerned with preserving and interpreting the deeds and
sayings of the Prophet, his family, and his companions. The biographical interest lay initially in
ascertaining the validity of individual traditions and, therefore, the credibility of the traditionaries
themselves. Following the composition of the canonical h. adı̄th collections (the ‘six books’) by the
11th century, the post-canonical transmission shifted to a more distinctly devotional character with
“a unique view of temporality and history based not on the passing of days, years or months, but on
the successive acts of h. adı̄th transmission, each act of transmission forming a unit of time.”27 Garrett
Davidson argues that within this temporality, a generation was not understood “as a group of people
having been born during some period of years [ . . . ] but rather as a group of people with the same
number of links of transmission separating them from the Prophet.”28 As the prosopographical or
collective biographical literature organized its material according to these generations, they recreated
temporality itself in devotional terms:

In this understanding of a generation, the Prophet’s generation is the first and each act
of transmission creates a new generation, each generation consisting of all those people
who had the same number of links of transmission separating them from the Prophet. In a
degenerative model of temporality, the Prophet’s founding generation is, of course, the best
of all generations and each successive generation is of less merit than the one before it. Thus,
the short chain of transmission brought “one closer to the generations of merit” and by
attaching oneself to a short chain of transmission one could belong to a generation superior to
the one he would be considered to belong to in a conception of generation based on years.29

Through the participation in the transmission of Prophetic traditions, one could approximate the
Prophet, and by collecting short chains of transmission (isnād), the distance created by historical time
itself could be bridged. Those works were themselves essentially lists of biographies with a focus
on giving the name and life dates of their biographees as well as information on their place in the
transmission of Prophetic traditions. However, with the development of the genre, more information
as to their lives and characters was included, perhaps in service to wider and different audiences.
And with the diffusion of h. adı̄th transmission, details about more and more lives would be recorded in
writing, if not always in the biographical literature as such.

In both cases, those works should be understood as embedded within a wide-ranging intertextual
network. On the one hand, they guided an interested person to further readings, including the works
authored by a biographee or the sources on which they themselves relied. On the other hand, their

25 Quoted from (Sajdi 2013, p. 1)
26 (e.g., Robinson 2007, p. 66; Al-Qadi 2006).
27 (Davidson 2014, p. 12).
28 (Davidson 2014, p. 43).
29 (Davidson 2014, p. 43).
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reliance on external sources often comes to the surface in their own descriptions. These included oral
testimonies as well as written documentation, particularly on acts of transmission (ijāza, samā’), but also
other notes in the margins of manuscripts. In this, writing reproduced and continued relations between
the author of such a work and the older relatives and possibly teachers of a biographee.30 Often enough,
such personal connections were both the reason for a person to be included as a biographee and an
aspect that was emphasized by the author, by which he increased his own standing in the transmission
of knowledge. One curious case was the ‘binge-reading’ (as Konrad Hirschler phrases it) that the 15th
century Damascene scholar Yūsuf Ibn ‘Abd al-Hādı̄ conducted in the circle of his family. The dates and
attendants of the reading sessions were documented on the respective manuscript. This documentation
was part of “a devotional ritual”, using “textual proximity to the Prophet” in order to “come close to the
Prophet himself”.31 This documentation is further relevant as it simultaneously provides biographical
information on Ibn ‘Abd al-Hādı̄’s family members. In particular, it makes clear that his youngest son
‘Abd al-Hādı̄ joined these reading sessions from the day after his birth.

On the other end, people welcomed their inclusion into the biographical dictionaries, even if they
were not themselves biographees. A mention of one’s name meant that one would be remembered by
future generations. And as the inclusion in such a work was coveted, people intentionally prepared for
that possibility. This was one reason why they would keep documents that attested to birth and death
dates in their possession. And it is also one reason why teaching and attendance certificates (ijāza,
samā’) became institutions in their own right. It might have been a motivation for some to engage in
h. adı̄th transmission—to secure their own place in the biographical literature.

The lists we encountered in the prior section attest to this impulse. At the same time, the creation
of such lists pluralizes the preservation of memory. Those people might not have made it into any of the
large selections of biographies, which constituted a central mechanism by which pious and scholarly
communities created their shared identity, nor even into any documentation of h. adı̄th transmission.
It is difficult to say without more contextual information but we could hypothesize that these lists
created their own small-scale identities and communities, connected by their ancestry and by their
shared experience of living in the same household. The endowment of the manuscript suggests,
at the same time, that these lists might serve as ‘primary sources’ for an eventual inclusion in a
biographical work, and the departure from that connection through the establishment of a ‘textualized
community’ as much of personal value to the scribe as the selection of texts within his ‘one-volume
library’. The above-mentioned Ibn ‘Abd al-Hādı̄ also endowed his books, inscribed with the names of
his family members, shortly after the end of his reading sessions.32

Whereas ‘published’ biographical works realized connections between people and books within
each biography, al-Qarmashlı̄ created a different quality of connection through the inscription of
the list in between the works he compiled into MS Daiber II 146. As with the other lists discussed
above, the penning of the list could function also as a surrogate of earlier certifications of education.
The inscription of the names in the manuscripts might imply the familiarity of the manuscript owner’s
children with the manuscript’s contents. It certainly cements not only the connection between those
people and the manuscript but also between them and the scribe.

5. Consolation Literature

The lists further resonate with two genres which have been coined ‘consolation treatises’ (Avner
Giladi) and ‘Kindertotenlieder’ (Thomas Bauer). The fear of a child’s untimely death is already
palpable in the short list in MS Fiqh Taymūr 58 where the scribe repeatedly expresses his anxiety
that the lives of his children may hopefully be blissful. Consolation treatises as a genre in its own

30 For a selection of both forms, see (Ibn T. ūlūn n.d., pp. 20a, 25b, 82b); (Ibn T. ūlūn n.d., pp. 30b, 44b, 52a, 90a–90b);
(Ibn T. ūlūn n.d., p. 59a).

31 (Hirschler 2017).
32 (Hirschler 2017).
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right emerged during the Islamic middle periods (11th–16th centuries CE) and combined in new
ways, or simply in a handy format, age-old materials such as “the Koran, h. adı̄th reports, and poetry
as well as sermons (mawa’iz), genealogical and biographical works, lexicography, and (other) works
by authoritative religious scholars”33, as well as chapters in books giving ethical and pedagogical,
juridical and theological, hygienic and medical information. Giladi argues that the genre developed
in unique ways, focusing on “psychological problems connected with and resulting from infant and
child mortality” and “on practical ways of coping with the loss of one’s offspring”.34 These materials
were selected and organized in a way that used devotional and literary texts to speak about the
unspeakable and, at the same time, would discipline expressions of grief. The central term in this
respect is s.abr, steadfastness, with which adult Muslims should face adversities. In contrast, loud
wailing and other “un-Islamic” mourning practices were declaimed by religious scholars as they
implied doubt in God’s judgement and in the rewards that awaited the deceased children in Paradise.35

While some recommendations can be understood from a communal perspective that valued stability
in the public sphere over everything else, we can glimpse a serious concern over the individual
well-being of the mourning. The “filling of the gap” left behind by a child’s death was seen as the
therapeutical state-of-the-art.36 Scholarly consensus held that deceased children could intercede on
their parents’ behalf in the Hereafter, that they would immediately be granted access to Paradise,
and that Paradise specifically provided for their well-being. Whereas the term ‘martyr’ often carries
negative connotations today, it was at the core of premodern attempts to ease the painful experience of
bereaved parents, especially during the period of the Black Death. The relevance of the genre continued
well into the Ottoman period, as the issuing of new works attests.37

Those ideas were disseminated widely and also inform the obituaries that the Damascene court
clerk Ah. mad Ibn T. awq (d. 1509) inserted into his diary chronicle.38 During the covered period,
he himself lost four daughters to recurring epidemics. Whether he practiced s.abr or not, a lack of words
often characterizes his entries on a child’s death. Thus he restricts the obituaries for his daughters
’Ā’isha and Sāra to the time of death and burial, the cause of death, and their respective age. In the one
for his daughter Fāt.ima he speaks about the costs of her funeral. It is only in the devotional phrases in
which his grief becomes palpable: “May God allow her [i.e., Fāt.ima] immediate entry into Paradise
and have her reserve a place for me”; “God created [Sāra] as a treasure for her mother and me on
Judgement Day [ . . . ] this world will end but the Hereafter lasts for eternity”; “Oh God, reward me for
her [i.e., his fourth daughter Umm al-Fad. l] misfortune and grant me compensation for her loss!”39

Practices of mourning thus emerge as a broader spectrum with one end defined by complete
speechlessness and s.abr, whereas on the other end we find the Kindertotenlieder studied by Bauer.
Bauer identifies poetry as a means to talk about grief:

[ . . . ] poetry—including its artistic and playful element—can be helpful in coping with the
grief of the loss of one’s own beloved, for poets as well as for their public. It may help
the poet to prove his own abilities to create a work of art, and by way of the act of active
creativity he may cope with the experience of loss. He may find relief from the experience
of helplessness and passive suffering and prove to himself that he still has a share in life.
Even more important may be the fact that a poem (or any other work of art) is a means to

33 (Giladi 1993, p. 371).
34 (Giladi 1993, p. 370); see also (Bauer 2003).
35 (Giladi 1993, p. 377).
36 (Wollina 2014, p. 95).
37 Giladi names another treatise from the mid-16th century. At around the same time, the Damascene scholar Ibn T. ūlūn also

authored “Tabrı̄d al-fu’ād’an mawt al-awlād” and “al-Tabyı̄n al-marsakh fı̄ h. ikam at.fāl al-muslimı̄n fı̄ al-barzakh” whose
titles suggest they belonged to the same genre.(Giladi 1993, p. 371; Ibn T. ūlūn 1929, pp. 31–32)

38 Cf. (Wollina 2013).
39 (Wollina 2014, pp. 95–96).
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break the speechlessness of death, to resume communication and thereby to reassume a
social role without having to interrupt the process of mourning.40

Bauer’s research topic has the advantage that the expression of emotions can be traced and analyzed
in a much more comprehensive manner than is allowed even by Ibn T. awq’s short eulogies. In contrast
to both, the scribes who inserted information on family members into manuscripts they owned,
compiled, or even commissioned could not claim similar textual authority. Nonetheless, the inclusion
of these lists should be viewed as a product of similar concerns and sentiments. Even though a list
of dates is hardly “a work of art”, it might give the scribe some feeling of control and thereby “relief
from the experience of helplessness”. It certainly constitutes a, however little, “means to break the
speechlessness of death”. Moreover, the juxtaposition of deceased children with those who lived on,
might ease the feeling of loss. On the pages, they are back with their family. It does not necessarily
contradict the call for s.abr when the names of deceased ones are included. Rather, the terseness of
those notes indicates an adherence to the notion. Even where they remain speechless, the naming of
the deceased alone points at what is not being said outright. One could say, that whereas medieval
scholars used biographical materials as a model for mourning, those scribes proceeded in almost the
opposite way, creating biographical entries for the children they mourned. The concern with the
well-being of their offspring in this world, and the next, certainly does qualify this seemingly simple
practice as a devotional practice.

6. Conclusions

Claudine Moulin describes annotation as a prototypical act of writerly and communicative
practice.41 The lists of names and life dates discussed in this contribution support this notion. Although
they offer themselves, at first glance, much more for social history or family history than for the history
of domestic devotion, I hoped to demonstrate, particularly in the last two sections, that they are also
part of a larger metatextual web which connects them to more outspoken and better researched types
of writing concerned with or being used in devotional practices concerned with preserving people’s
memory. As much as they were a documentation of attendance for Ibn ’Abd al-Hādı̄, his lists combine
in their content and codicological context, devotional, and in many cases, domestic devotional practices
common in the Ottoman period with other concerns, be they of a legal or social nature. They further
bespeak of the same need to capture important dates in the lives of loved ones in writing as Ibn T. awq’s
diary. Whereas the biographical, consolation or even h. adı̄th related ‘genres’ offer more comprehensive
narratives and descriptions of pious concerns, they are also usually placed high within a hierarchy
of defining to what devotion one should conform. In contrast, these lists are more or less individual
expressions of practices that navigate those normative prescriptions. In this, the lists constitute another,
more elusive writerly and communicative practice.

This contribution cannot present a conclusive statement as to the nature and purposes of this
practice of list making. A more systematic investigation into the temporal and spatial distribution
of this kind of annotation as part of devotional practices is, however, needed to situate it within the
emergence of the broader phenomenon of Ottoman period domesticity outlined above. This entails
biographical studies of book collectors of the era from a domestic devotional perspective. Who were
the people that engaged with those manuscripts? Where did they store their books and did they share
access with others?42 Where were those books used and who was allowed to leave annotations in
them? In other words, we have to ask who was able to engage in this prototypical act of writerly and
communicative practice and who was not?43

40 (Bauer 2003, pp. 51–52).
41 (Moulin 2010, p. 19).
42 Cf. (Liebrenz 2016).
43 Cf. (Liebrenz 2013, particularly pp. 39–42).
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Another aspect which I have not fleshed out above is that the devotional relevance of the lists
needs to take into account their specific codicological context. In turn, the placement of al-Qarmashlı̄’s
list raises the questions of reading practices as well as editorial choices. Would it have been read as a
separate textual item or in conjunction with the devotional texts before and after it? Could it fulfill a
function similar to h. adı̄th documentation or endowment records? Finally, was it purposefully placed
at this exact position within the manuscript? Recent studies on personal libraries have suggested that
the specific placement of books creates a secondary level of metatextual meaning.44 Would not the
placement of texts within a compilation do the same? I would suggest that annotations can open up
a door, not to discover private contents, but to trace practices which engage with either the texts or
the object, or both. In order to do this, a study of texts is not enough but the layout, organization and
materiality of books need to be taken into account as well.45 The real source value of such lists will
only emerge if we heed Weinrich’s call and approach them as traces of performative practices.
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Davidson, Garrett. 2014. Carrying on the Tradition: An Intellectual and Social History of Post-Canonical Hadith
Transmission. Ph.D. dissertation, University of Chicago, Chicago, IL, USA.

Endress, Gerhard. 2016. One-Volume Libraries and the Traditions of Learning in Medieval Arabic Islamic
Culture. In One-Volume Libraries: Composite and Multiple-Text Manuscripts. Edited by Michael Friedrich and
Cosima Schwarke. Berlin, Boston: De Gruyter, pp. 171–205.

Fartacek, Gebhard, and Lorenz Nigst. 2016. Conforming to and Breaking with Social Norms: Two Contrary Modes
of Baraka. In Performing Religion: Actors, Contexts, and Texts. Case Studies from Islam. Edited by Ines Weinrich.
Beirut: Orient-Institut Beirut, pp. 53–74.

Friedrich, Michael, and Cosima Schwarke. 2016. Introduction—Manuscripts as Evolving Entities. In One-Volume
Libraries: Composite and Multiple-Text Manuscripts. Edited by Michael Friedrich and Cosima Schwarke.
Berlin and Boston: De Gruyter, pp. 1–26.

Giladi, Avner. 1993. “The Child Was Small . . . Not So the Grief for Him”: Sources, Structure, and Content of
al-Sakhawi’s Consolation Treatise for Bereaved Parents. Poetics Today 14: 367–86. [CrossRef]

Görke, Andreas, and Konrad Hirschler. 2011. Introduction: Manuscript Notes as Documentary Sources.
In Manuscript Notes as Documentary Sources. Edited by Andreas Görke and Konrad Hirschler. Beirut:
Orient-Institut Beirut, pp. 9–20.

Grehan, James. 2006. Smoking and “Early Modern” Sociability: The Great Tobacco Debate in the Ottoman
Middle East (Seventeenth to Eighteenth Centuries). The American Historical Review 111: 1352–77. [CrossRef]
[PubMed]

Hanna, Nelly. 1998. Culture in Ottoman Egypt. In The Cambridge History of Egypt. Edited by Martin William Daly.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, vol. 2, pp. 87–112.

Hanna, Nelly. 2004. In Praise of Books. A Cultural History of Cairo’s Middle Class, Sixteenth to Eighteenth Century.
Cairo: The American University in Cairo Press.

44 (Stört 2010; Wieland 2015; Manguel 2018).
45 Cf. (Daub 2016).

343



Religions 2019, 10, 376

Herzog, Thomas. 2013. Composition and Worldview of Some Bourgeois and Petit-Bourgeois Mamluk
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Abstract: Shrine-visitation (ziyāra) and devotion to Muh. ammad (such as expressed in tas. liya,
the uttering of invocations upon the Prophet), both expressed through a range of ritualized practices
and material objects, were at the heart of everyday Islam for the vast majority of early modern Ottoman
Muslims across the empire. While both bodies of practice had communal and domestic aspects,
this article focuses on the important intersections of the domestic with both shrine-visitation and
Muh. ammad-centered devotion as visible in the early modern Ottoman lands, with a primary emphasis
on the eighteenth century. While saints’ shrines were communal and ‘public’ in nature, a range
of attitudes and practices associated with them, recoverable through surviving physical evidence,
travel literature, and hagiography, reveal their construction as domestic spaces of a different sort,
appearing to pious visitors as the ‘home’ of the entombed saint through such routes as wall-writing,
gender-mixing, and dream encounters. Devotion to Muh. ammad, on the other hand, while having
many communal manifestations, was also deeply rooted in the domestic space of the household,
in both prescription and practice. Through an examination of commentary literature, hagiography,
and imagery and objects of devotion, particularly in the context of the famed manual of devotion
Dalā’il al-khayrāt, I demonstrate the transformative effect of such devotion upon domestic space
and the ways in which domestic contexts were linked to the wider early modern world, Ottoman,
and beyond.

Keywords: domestic devotion; Ottoman religious history; shrine visitation; ziyāra; pious graffiti;
Ottoman art; space; devotion to Muhammad; tas. liya; Dalā’il al-khayrāt

1. Introduction

On a verdant hill in Istanbul’s ritzy Beşiktaş district, overlooking the Bosphorus Straits, is a
complex of buildings with a dome-covered saint’s shrine at its center, akin in basic form and function
to Islamic saints’ shrines in diverse circumstances the world over (Mulder 2014; Petersen 2018).
Underneath is buried one of the most popular Muslim saints of the city, Haz. ret-i Yah. yā Efendi
(1494–1570), his tomb marked by a large cenotaph, with the smaller cenotaphs of family members and
important disciples clustered around him.1 On almost any given day of the year the chamber under
which he lies buried is frequented by devotees who have come to venerate the saint and to ask for his
intercession with God. According to early modern authorities such as the historian Peçevı̄ (1574–1649),
his popularity first emerged during the saintly shaykh’s lifetime, the ‘great and small’ bringing votives
and other gifts to his sufi lodge, around which, according to Peçevı̄, Yah. yā Efendi planted the many

1 Yah. yā Efendi, originally from Trabzon, would become famous for being the ‘milk-brother’ of Sultan Süleymān (the
Magnificent to Western Europe but Kānūnı̄, the Lawgiver, to both Ottomans and to contemporary Turks), though their
relationship was not entirely untroubled (Şahin 2013).
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trees whose descendants still mark the place today amidst the concrete sprawl of modern Istanbul
(Peçevî 1864–1866, pp. 455–546). Another early modern visitor to the saint, the famed traveler Evliyā
Çelebi (1611–c. 1683), noted that ‘upon the summit of a tall hill close to the sea, within an exalted
domed chamber (kubbe), is the burial place [of Yah. yā Efendi], a shrine (āsitāne, lit. ‘threshold’) whose
four walls have been covered by how many thousands of passionate lovers (’uşşākān) able to write
with all manner of couplets of poetry (Evliyâ Çelebi 1996, p. 222).’

Indeed, should you visit the shrine today, once you had surveyed the busy Baroque and later
decorative scheme of the interior, your eyes might fall upon the still quite legible remnants of these
‘thousands’ of verses. Now, fortunately preserved behind plexiglass sheets, not just ‘couplets of poetry’
but short prayers, names, and dates can be read, most having been written in neat, clear naskh. Some are
in carefully voweled Arabic, others in Ottoman Turkish (Figure 1). While many of the inscriptions
that must have once covered these walls are now gone, enough remain that while perusing them one
begins to sense that despite being a communal and quite public structure, this domed room has also
long been experienced as an intimate, personal, and even domestic space. Perusing this open archive
of past devotees, you might begin to understand why the Arabic word ziyāra is used to describe both
pious visits to such a holy place as well as for visits to the home of a friend.

  
Figure 1. Examples of the wall-writing in the shrine of Yah. ā Efendi, here showing examples in both
Arabic and Ottoman Turkish, compositions both original and reproducing other texts, particularly the
Qur’an. One of the inscriptions, in the left photo, is dated AH 1015/1606-7. Photos by the author.

Were you to go back in time to eighteenth century Beşiktaş to visit the shrine of Yah. yā Efendı̄
and then accompany home one of the visiting devotees, odds are good that within her home you
would find a copy of the ubiquitous devotional manual Dalā’il al-khayrāt, a compilation of prayers
and blessings upon the Prophet Muh. ammad (s.alāt ’alā al-nabı̄); if not the Dalā’il, then perhaps another,
similar compilation of devotion to Muh. ammad, in Arabic or in Ottoman Turkish (or both). Historically,
devotion to Muh. ammad has been expressed in many different ways across the Islamicate world.
Amidst them all, the most fundamental was—and remains—the practice sometimes referred to in
Arabic as tas. liya, that is, prayer for God’s blessing upon Muh. ammad, most succinctly expressed in the
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frequently invoked and foundational invocation, ‘May the peace and blessing2 of God be upon him
(that is, Muh. ammad).’ Out of this short phrase an almost endless body of devotional material has been
elaborated, the Dalā’il al-khayrāt becoming the most important and widespread textual iteration of such
devotion (Rippen 2012; De La Puente 1999; Padwick 1961; see Appendix A for a sample translation
from the text). In conversing with your early modern host you might learn that in addition to the daily
ritual prayers and pious visits to the shrines of the saints, such litanies of blessing and prayer upon
Muh. ammad made up a central part of her family’s devotional life, crucial constitutive components of
what it meant in fact to ‘be Muslim.’ Unlike the visits to the saints or the performance of the obligatory
ritual prayer in a mosque,3 such devotion to Muh. ammad frequently took place inside their home, often
upon waking from sleep or before going to bed, and so within the most intimate precincts of the house.

Domestic devotion to Muh. ammad was not limited to the textual and aural. If you were to examine
the family’s copy of the Dalā’il you might be struck by colorful depictions of the holy places and objects
of the H. ijāz such as Mecca’s Ka’ba or the minbar of Muh. ammad in Medina, the style of the painting
possibly reminding you of early modern Western European art conventions (Figure 2). You might
also note within such a book or upon one of the walls of the home a curious calligraphic composition,
a h. ilye-i şerı̄f, a verbal icon of the Prophet (Figure 3). Families of more modest means might have a less
artistically refined but still ‘functional’ printed copy, with little roundels showing Mecca and Medina
as well. Finally, perhaps your host would modestly relate to you that Muh. ammad himself had once
visited her home, in a dream-vision or even in ‘waking life,’ as a reward for the household’s daily acts
of devotion and love towards him. Perhaps she would ask you to smell deeply and see if you could
still detect the sweet scent of musk that his footsteps had left behind. Bidding farewell to your pious
host, you muse on the fact that similar households exist all across the Ottoman Empire in multiple
linguistic settings, and beyond, little drops of devotion that together constitute a vast sea of early
modern devotion to the Prophet.4

These two sites of Ottoman Islamic devotion—the communal space of the saint’s shrine, and the
domestic space of the home of an ordinary Ottoman household—with their associated practices do not
at first glance seem to have had much in common beyond their centrality within the daily religious
life of Ottoman Muslims. Yet on closer analysis these two sites and ritual bodies of devotion prove to
have been connected through a dialectic of domestic and communal, open and closed. The communal,
outwardly opened space of the saint’s shrine incorporated aspects of the domestic, while the devotional
regimes of the more inward facing and restricted access household brought close distant holy sites and
presences within the space of the home. Practices of shrine visitation drew elements of the home into
the holy place, while practices of devotion to Muh. ammad brought the effacious traces of the holy places
into the home. Ottoman Muslims sought to perpetuate their own personal presence in the vicinity of
the holy dead even after they had physically left the shrine. Similarly, they strove to reproduce the

2 Literally, ‘prayer,’ as in the obligatory ritual s.alāt; the exact meaning of this curious usage is a matter beyond our concerns
here but is one which has been much discussed in Islamic exegetical literature.

3 To be sure, s.alāt—here the five ‘canonical prayers—could be performed virtually anywhere, save the Friday communal
prayers; but the mosque was and is the preferable location, and is linked to the performance of the s.alāt in other ways such
as through the presence and activity of the muezzin announcing the times of the prayers.

4 While our imagined encounters are set in the Turkish-speaking northern tier of the empire, we could expect very similar
devotional profiles had our hosts been Arabic-speaking residents of, say, Damascus or Cairo. Rural religious life would
have both parallels and likely divergences, and while some aspects are accessible—veneration of saints would not be vastly
different, for instance—it remains an open question what devotion to Muh. ammad looked like in rural areas, particularly
among peasants and nomads, the vast majority of the population. Glimpses can be had here and there: For instance, during
his stay in Karak Nūh. in the mountains of Lebanon, al-Nābulusı̄ (for whom see below) writes groups of people came from
the village of Qar’ūn ‘wanting to perfom a mawlid for the Prophet, God bless him and give him peace, at night in that place
(al-maqām, meaning the shrine of the Prophet Noah), so we were present with them in this hospitable reception, and through
it there occured for us great joy and increase of His kindness’ (al-Nābulusı̄ 1979, p. 94). The rih. la of an eighteenth century
rural Kurdish scholar T. aha al-Kurdı̄, who later settled in Damascus but who discusses rural Kurdish life at length in his
autobiographical work, reveals in passing aspects of devotion to Muh. ammad, such as manners of mawlid performance:
when T. aha was born, he writes, his father was in the midst of a mawlid assembly wherein, upon being brought news of his
son’s birth, he proclaimed his son’s name to the other attendees (al-Kurdı̄ 2007, p. 29).
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Prophetic presence in their households through acts and material objects of devotion. Both broad
bodies of practice were linked to each other through shared sensual and imaginative regimes that drew
upon touch, smell, taste, sight, and hearing; and both were as much the domain of women as of men,
resisting neat gendered categorizations.

 

Figure 2. Cavalier perspectival views of Mecca (right) and Medina, from a 1772 copy of the Dalā’il
al-khayrāt, the body of the text written by one H. āfiz. Muh. ammad ibn H. āfiz Ibrāhı̄m Mevlevı̄, imām of
the Murādiye Camii in Edirne. Library of Congress, BP183.3.J39 1772 Arabic MSS, fol. 23b-24a.
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Figure 3. A h. ilye-i şerı̄f, with Ottoman Turkish interlinear translation, completed by by Ismā’ı̄l Bagdādı̄ in
1756/57, added to a somewhat earlier copy of the Dalā’il. Bibliothèque nationale de France, Département
des manuscrits, Arabe 6859 i., folio 5v.

To be sure, definite differences distinguish the devotional regimes of the shrine and the domestic
household from each other, even if, as in other early modern contexts, such distinctions can only
do so much work (Faini and Meneghin 2019, pp. 5–17). The shrine to which devotees made pious
visitation was (and remains) oriented around a particular saint who was (usually) physically present
in the form of his or her entombed body beneath a magnificent (or modest) cenotaph or another
marker. When it was open, people could come and go from the shrine as they pleased, lighting candles,
depositing votives, sprinkling incense. Often part of a larger complex, the shrine might have benefited
from endowments and the oversight of a caretaker, or it might have been under the supervision of
a community of sufis and their shaykh. In short, it was in many ways a resolutely communal and
public space. By contrast, while devotion to Muh. ammad certainly had public, communal forms
(Katz 2007; Krstic 2011, pp. 32–35; Allen 2019a), some quite prominent, such as the great mevlid rituals
Ottoman sultans regularly held, in both prescriptive form and in actual daily practice tas. liya and
other forms of devotion to the Prophet were frequently domestic in setting. They frequently took
place within the relative privacy of a house or in the private rooms contained within a madrasa, sufi
lodge, or bachelor housing (Allen 2019b). The associated devotional texts and images were abundantly
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produced and relatively affordable even before the rise of typographic print in the nineteenth century,
and for Turkish-speaking Ottomans the core Arabic prayers such as those of the Dalā’il were often
supplemented by translations and glosses in Ottoman Turkish, as well as various independent works
of devotion composed in that language. The visual repertoire of images that developed within the
Dalā’il and in other contexts did not require any sort of aural performance; rather, such images
‘worked’ through presence alone, with sight, imagination, and tactile participation additional modes of
interaction, all especially suited for household use. In short, if we wanted to isolate the most typically
domestic form of Islamic religious life in the early modern world, there is little else for which as strong
a case could be made as these texts, rituals, and associated materialities of devotion to Muh. ammad.5

As central aspects of Ottoman Islamic identity and practice, there are many possible routes of
analysis for understanding saints’ shrines and household devotion to Muh. ammad, even from within
the frame of the domestic. What I deal with here is but a selection. For the shrine, I have singled out
the discrete practice of pious wall-writing, not only for its importance in shrine visitation, but also
because it has been scarcely recognized in historical scholarship before. However, in thinking about the
domestic aspects of the shrine, I have also sought to uncover some of the other constitutive practices and
spatial imaginations of a more abstract nature, suggestive of how early modern Ottomans experienced
the space of the shrine generally. So, my treatment of shrine visitation begins with an investigation
into the spatial and imaginative constitution of shrines as ‘homes’ of saints, the context within which
wall-writing and its social functions unfolded. As for domestic devotion to Muh. ammad in the home,
while taking into account other devotional texts and objects, I have centered my analysis on the Dalā’il
al-khayrāt in its diverse forms as a means of ritual performance in a domestic setting,6 as the subject
of commentary works, and as a setting for devotional imagery and ensuing forms of participation
(Abid 2017). I show how practices and imagery that originated in more communal, ‘public’ contexts
became, in the early modern period, ‘domesticated,’ moving in some cases quite literally from the
walls of mosques to material substrates within family homes, the varieties of participation oriented
around these objects changing in the process. Where the act of wall-writing and other forms of shrine
visitation cemented people’s ties to a saint’s shrine, aural, tactile, and visual repertoires of devotion to
Muh. ammad entailed making the distant holy places of the H. ijāz a part of everyday life within domestic
space, and in so doing, ‘prepared the ground’ for realizing the powerful presence of Muh. ammad
himself within individual Ottoman households.

In what follows, I have generally limited my analysis to the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries,
looking further back at some points in order to uncover the genealogies of certain practices, texts,
and images. I could have pressed much further back, to be sure: The history of the veneration of the
saints goes back much further, while the space of the home already possessed significant resonances
and meanings stretching far back into the Islamic past (Campo 1991), a heritage upon which the early
modern transformations in devotional practice could build. Instead of focusing on a single location
within the empire, I have drawn upon a diverse range of contexts from across the empire (though
Constantinople and Damascus dominate) in both Arabic and Ottoman Turkish. While I have tried to
take some note of regional particularities and points of divergence, I contend that out of all of this
evidence a distinctly Ottoman pattern of devotional life and imagination emerges. While its ultimate
shape was distinctly Ottoman, this pattern of devotional life was forged with resources from the wider

5 More explicitly ‘sufi’ practices and ritual-liturgical texts were certainly in wide circulation, often bound physically alongside
copies of Muh. ammadan devotional material. However, at least notionally these sorts of ritual texts—awrād (‘litanies’) and
dhikr formulas (short, mantra-like prayers of ‘remembrance’ of God)—were tied to a given shaykh or t.arı̄qa and took place
collectively as well as at home. Ideally one received awrād and dhikr from a precepting shaykh with some degree of personal
input and direction; while devotional texts were often formally transmitted, such transmission was but one of many ways of
accessing the material and took place in a much less involved manner.

6 It should be noted at the outset that the Dalā’il, along with many other texts and forms of devotion to Muh. ammad, was not
strictly domestic in its use and settings; as noted above, public devotion to Muh. ammad, including the incorporation of the
Dalā’il and other, similar tas. liya texts, was common, with the various contexts of practice mutually supporting and feeding
into one another.
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Afro-Eurasian early modern world, Muslim and non-Muslim, important aspects of which appear
in this article in the form of texts originally produced in the Maghrib. Ottoman Muslim devotional
life existed alongside and in contact with devotional cultures and currents prevailing in the other
religious communities of the empire and beyond the empire, such that connections and parallels
with devotional practice in Christian Europe and those of Muslim Ottomans can often be descried.
My thinking has benefited from both the existence of such parallels and of the scholarship, much
of it relatively recent, centered on domestic devotion in Christian Europe. While scholars such as
Torsten Wollina and Marion H. Katz (both contributers to the recent Brill volume Domestic Devotions
in the Early Modern World) have examined the intersection of Islamic devotion and domestic spheres,
neither devotional life in its communal or domestic aspects, nor domestic religious practice in all its
forms have received anything like the degree of coverage afforded in the historiography of Western
Christianity (Wollina 2019; Katz 2019). While a thorough analysis is beyond the scope of this article,
I will return in the conclusion to a consideration of wider early modern connectivities and contexts
within which Ottoman Islamic practices of shrine visitation and household devotion inhered.

2. The Saint’s Shrine as a Domestic Space: Practices and Imagination

Nestled within the barren stony desert that rises precipitously from the western shore of the
Dead Sea towards Jerusalem is a sprawling shrine complex known as Nabı̄ Mūsā, the rugged expanse
of exposed stone surrounding a world away from the verdant environs of Yah. yā Efendi above the
Bosphorus (Figure 4). Within the complex of courtyards and domed rooms is a tomb that devotees
venerate as the final resting place of the Prophet Moses—Mūsā in Arabic—conveyed by God from
his place of death on the other side of the Jordan to this now numinously charged hilltop in the
color-streaked and mostly empty desert (Aubin-Boltanski 2005; Aubin-Boltanski 2013).

 

Figure 4. The shrine of Nabı̄ Mūsā viewed from a subsidiary shrine uphill from the main complex.
Photo by the author, October 2017.

Yet from the medieval period to the present, Muslim pilgrims from near and far have made the
journey across the desert hills to this shrine in order to commune with the spirit of Nabı̄ Mūsā, the
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Interlocuter of God (Kalı̄m Allāh) as he is called in the Qur’an. One of the many such pilgrims to
this place was the great shaykh, saint, and scholar of Ottoman Damascus, ’Abd al-Ghanı̄ al-Nābulusı̄
(1641–1731) (Sirriyeh 2005; Allen 2019b, pp. 366–439). Along with a party of companions he made his
way from Jerusalem to Nabı̄ Mūsā in April of 1690, during the course of a two-and-a-half-week sojourn
in the holy city. His account of the shrine and his pilgrimage to it in his travel narrative al-H. ad. ra
al-unsı̄ya fı̄ al-rih. la al-Qudsı̄ya includes a substantial discussion of its authenticity, the final resting
place of Moses having long been contested among Muslim scholars.7 Alongside, and in support of,
al-Nābulusı̄’s arguments for the genuine nature of the tomb are his descriptions of his own emotional
and spiritual reactions to the shrine as well as those of his companions.8 He records the lines of a
praise-poem (qas. ı̄da), which he composed on the spot and inscribed ‘upon the qibla-facing wall so that
their trace (athar) might persist there.’ He then goes on to describe how ‘there was with us a pious man
from the folk of Egypt, named Shaykh ’Alı̄ ibn ’Alı̄ al-Days.t.ı̄,’ from the village of Dayst,

a village from among the villages of rural Egypt. He was illiterate, neither reading nor
writing. But he said [to us]: “Write in this place from my memory [the following lines],

Good, all of it, is for those who bear hardship procured/ and the everlasting Garden is for
those who in kindness are overcome.

I am a friend to people who say, ‘For me proper deportment is required.’/Walk uprightly, and
eyes and hearts will watch over you!”

(al-H. ad. ra al-unsı̄ya, pp. 224–25)

What this translation does not capture is the colloquial style of the Arabic original, which al-Nābulusı̄
helpfully glosses for readers unfamiliar with some of the particular local usages. He then adds that
in addition to having his poetic composition inscribed on the shrine’s wall (perhaps right alongside
al-Nābulusı̄’s own recent addition) Shaykh ’Alı̄ prayed to God that he might soon learn to read ‘for
himself.’ Indeed, al-Nābulusı̄ records, upon their return to Damascus Shaykh ’Alı̄ busied himself
with learning to read the Qur’an and after four months ‘God opened for him’ the ability to read, after
which he memorized the entirety of the Qur’an, ‘and this was due to the baraka of his supplication here,
in that blessed place’ (al-Nābulusı̄ 1990, p. 225). In other words, Shaykh ’Alı̄’s interaction with this
holy place—an interaction literally written on the wall—had long-term repercussions, the baraka he
activated through his ‘gift’ of pious poetry upon the wall following him home to Damascus. However,
before departing, al-Nābulusı̄ and his companions, like others before and after, spent a great deal of
time in and around the sacred enclosure containing the great prophet’s body, quite literally inhabiting
it, eating and praying and sleeping within a space made all the more intimate by the empty, forbidding
desert without. If their bodily sojourn there was temporary, the traces of that sojourn remained,
in their memory and, through the medium of wall-writing, in the physical presence of the departed
saint himself.

Before returning to shrine wall-writing itself, we must consider some of the ways in which Ottoman
Muslim saints’ shrines were deeply imprecated in the domestic, both in terms of everyday practices of
veneration and in the ways in which these spaces were imagined and depicted. Ottoman devotees of
the saints understood the saint’s shrine as his or her house, containing not just the departed saint’s
body, but also his or her continuing presence, which simultaneously required certain practices while

7 Al-Nābulusı̄ in fact reproduces en toto a treatise by a slightly earlier scholar, Shaykh Yūsuf ibn Mah. mūd al-Maqdisı̄ discussing
the controversies and the proofs for the shrine’s authenticity at some length; particularly curious is the presence, attested in
the treatise and by al-Nābulusı̄ himself, of spectral, angelic figures dancing upon the walls (which, alas, this author did
not view upon his visit to the site in 2017, though admittedly much of the complex was closed off for reconstructive work)
(al-Nābulusı̄ 1990, pp. 208–23).

8 His disciple Mus.t.afá al-Bakrı̄ (d. 1759) would also visit the shrine and record both emotional and sensual effects, namely, the
strong scent of rosewood and lavender within the space! (al-Bakrı̄ 2009, pp. 114–16); he describes his visit elsewhere as well,
including his encounter with a Maghribı̄ named ’Abdallāh al-Sharı̄f, who ran about the shrine of Mūsā reciting loud dhikr,
rapturously singing, and proclaiming, ‘No god but God, my heart is aflame with Him!’ (al-Bakrı̄ 2015, p. 44).
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opening up the space to other possibilities. Most important in Ottoman Islamic practices of saint
veneration was bodily proximity to the entombed saint accompanied by inner right intention, outward
action honoring the saint (at a minimum, reciting the opening sura of the Qur’an, the Fātih. a, for the soul
of the saint), and the aural or inward seeking of his blessing and intercession. Just as one would act in
certain ways when visiting an ordinary person’s home, maintaining proper adab—here, behavior—in
visiting the home of the departed saint was equally important.9 A brief clarification of the (usual)
spatial arrangement of an Islamic saint’s shrine is helpful here: As might be surmised from our ‘visits’
to the tombs of Yah. yā Efendi and Nabı̄ Mūsā, at the center of the shrine was the tomb of the saint
himself (and sometimes herself, though female saints have generally been significantly less common
in Islamic milieus than in most Christian ones), almost always marked by a cenotaph, the saint’s
body being interred in the earth below (see Figure 5). Unlike practices of saint veneration in some
other religious traditions, which emphasize the production, dispersal, and display of bodily relics, the
bodies of Muslim saints have generally been preserved whole, veiled, as it were, by being buried, not
displayed in the way a Catholic or Orthodox saint might be. In this regard, we may detect a certain
partial homology between the inner portion of a house—the h. aram—to which access is relatively
restricted, with the saint being at once accessible and innaccesible. Regardless, in the (usual) absence
of direct physical contact, the power of the saint’s bodily presence in his tomb was filtered up and
out, as it were. His physically grounded baraka (roughly, divinely bestowed power) was transmitted
through the material of the shrine’s components, including in many cases the very earth thereabouts.
While a saint might visit a devotee in a dream, and a devotee might take away some soil or other
artefact of proximity from the tomb, it was here in the saint’s ‘house’ that he was most powerfully
present and encountered, even if veiling intervened.

Because of the extent of his own writings and his deep investment in both venerating the saints and
in defending that veneration from opponents, ’Abd al-Ghanı̄ al-Nābulusı̄ provides us with especially
useful evidence of such homologies between domestic home and saint’s shrine. During the second
half of his life, he and his family lived in Damascus’s S. alāh. iyya quarter, practically next door to one of
the most important and widely venerated saints of the Ottoman world, Muh. yı̄ al-Dı̄n ibn al-’Arabı̄
(1165–1240). While today perhaps best known for his doctrine of the ‘unity of existence,’ for early
modern Ottomans, Ibn ’Arabı̄ was first and foremost a powerful saint of God, a status reflected in
al-Nābulusı̄’s relationship with the saint. While al-Nābulusı̄ was a major exponent and exegete of
Ibn ’Arabı̄’s works, he also regarded the ‘Greatest Master’ as his intimate friend, visiting his ‘home’
regularly. The saint once even appeared to al-Nābulusı̄ in a dream as being present in the latter’s own
house (al-Ghazzı̄ 2012, p. 487). Al-Nābulusı̄ would visit the saint’s shrine every Tuesday before going to
his regular teaching session, asking Ibn ’Arabı̄’s permission before entering and leaving, in accordance
with good adab. Once, al-Ghazzı̄ writes, Ibn ’Arabı̄ spoke audibly to al-Nābulusı̄ from within the tomb,
and even more extraordinarily, twice al-Nābulusı̄ transcended the usual boundary between devotee
and saint’s physical body, first by placing a branch of myrtle in the miraculously outstretched hand
of Ibn ’Arabı̄, another time by kissing the same outstretched hand (al-Ghazzı̄ 2012, p. 519).10 In a
long dream-vision that al-Nābulusı̄ records in a compilation of visions and spiritual ‘conversations’
with God and departed saints, he describes asking Ibn ’Arabı̄ with his ‘spiritual tongue (al-lisān

9 Graves in general, as in many cultures across human history, were frequently coded and treated as domestic spaces by
pre-modern Muslims, either as homes of the dead or as extensions of living households; the saint’s shrine can be seen as both
an elaboration upon a larger theme and as a distinct development in its own right, proceeding from not just the sustained
presence of the departed in the tomb and his ability to interact with the living, but a much ‘livelier’ sense of such presence
and interaction, one predicated upon the relatively minor difference between a physically living and bodily dead saint.

10 Al-Nābulusı̄ elsewhere records moments in which physical contact of a sort persisted after death: The disciple of a recently
departed saint, Dervish Murād al-Rūmı̄, was inspired to give al-Nābulusı̄ a hand sculted from white fish bone with an ebony
wood forearm—perhaps a manuscript pointer, or an ornament of some sort—which had been placed in the turban atop his
cenotaph. ‘I received it with my right hand, being made very joyful by that . . . it was as if although I had not met him in the
world of the living, his hand had stretched out to me in order to enact the pledge after physical death . . . ’ Al-Nābulusı̄,
al-H. ad. ra al-unsı̄ya, 339.

354



Religions 2020, 11, 59

al-ruh. ānı̄)’—and receiving an answer from within the tomb—concerning proper bodily deportment
when visiting the saint (al-Ghazzı̄ 2012, pp. 528–29).

 

Figure 5. A typical shrine layout, a depicted in a c. 1550 copy of Kulliyat-i Mawlānā Ahlı̄ Shirāzı̄:
While this image hails from the Safavid world, it nicely reflects architectural conventions and practices
common to the Ottoman lands. Note the presence of women alongside men behind the grill marking
the saint’s tomb. David Collection, Inv. no. Isl 161.

While, like al-Nābulusı̄, many pious visitors sought to display proper deportment in visiting
a saint’s shrine-home, such concerns existed alongside another important aspect of the shrine: Its
openness to practices and social arrangements quite different from that of most other public, communal
spaces. Much as a visit to a friend’s home might entail the enjoyment of food, drink, poetry, and music,
shrines, especially more prominent ones, were often decidedly ludic and even sensual spaces. Candles,
lamps, incense burners, and rich and colorful textiles filled these spaces, devotees themselves often
contributing such objects on their visits. Aurally, the air would be filled with the sounds of Qur’an
recitation, the prayers and supplications of visitors, poems, songs, and conversation (even as some
devotees such as al-Nābulusı̄ might seek quiet converse with the saint). Also, to the great ire of the
puritanical opponents of saint veneration, men, women, and ‘beardless young men’ mixed quite freely
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in the saint’s presence, suggestive in a different and potentially troubling way of the inner precint of
the shrine as analogous to the inner spaces of the domestic house (Allen 2019b, pp. 298–321).

The movement of a saintly shaykh from the house he inhabited during life to the ‘house’ he
inhabited upon death entailed some changes of practice and attitude, to be sure, on the part of devotees.
Yet, in other ways, the movement was interpreted almost as if it were simply a matter of transferring
from one room to another. In the menāk. ıb (from Ar. manāqib: The rough equivalent of a saint’s vitae in
the Western Christian tradition) of Şeyh H. asan Ünsı̄ (1643–1723), a saintly shaykh of Constantinople’s
Hoca Paşa neighborhood, the disciple and memorializer of the saint Ibrāhı̄m Hās. describes how even
after his death the saintly shaykh remained active in his disciples’ lives much as he had during his
bodily life, the saint’s ‘room’ now being the free-standing türbe (that is, tomb) that was part of the
dervishes tekke (communal lodge) complex:

Even now someone who has a fearful matter or a difficult thing or a problem will go to the
venerable Shaykh’s noble türbe with honor and, practicing honor and graciousness, with
etiquette will recite, for the dissolution of the problem will recite the [Sura] Ikhlās. three times
and the Fātih. a once before [the saint’s] pure spirit, give [the reward] to his noble spirit, and
no sooner than leaving the türbe the solution to that person’s problem will present itself to
the heart, with God’s permission, and provided the person’s intention is pure.

(Hasan Ünsî Halvetî ve Menâkıbnâmesi, 351)

Sometimes the overlap of the domestic and the saint’s shrine went from the homologous and
imaginal to quite literal: For instance, the great early Ottoman saint and sufi of Cairo, ’Abd al-Wahhāb
al-Sha’rānı̄ (1492/3-1565) (Winter 1982; Sabra 2006), buried his preceptor-shaykh and father-figure
’Alı̄ al-Khawwās. within his familial zawiya (another type of sufi ‘lodge’). After the burial of two of his
sons therein, he sealed off the tomb-space to preserve a measure of exclusivety (though he himself
would be buried there as well). Such burials in one’s family zāwiya in this manner was not uncommon
in the Ottoman world and beyond (al-Sha’rānı̄ 2005, pp. 303–4). Two centuries later, in the village of
Tillo in linguistically complex lands of what is now southeast Turkey, the scholar and lover of the saints
Ismā’ı̄l H. ak. k. ı (1703–1780) would oversee the construction of an architecturally innovative tomb-shrine
directly incorporating the house of his beloved sufi master, the saint Şeyh Fak. ı̄rallāh, preserving the
memory of the saint’s home in both textual and diagramic form as well (İbrâhîm Hakkı 1914, pp. 507–8;
Michot 2015). In both cases, the actual domestic spaces of the saints directly overlaid the space of their
shrine-tombs in death, a pattern that drew ultimate inspiration and authorization from that of none
other than Muh. ammad, who was buried in his home, a home that gradually became a full-fledged
shrine and prototype for many to come.

Lived domestic space and the space of the saint’s tomb could intersect in other rather literal ways
as well. Ibrāhı̄m Hās. describes the living arrangements of the türbedār, the dervish who oversaw
the shrine and its use, as consisting of a room (oda) attached to the türbe itself, an arrangement that
would have been found in other places as well. In two stories of türbedārs, Ibrāhı̄m suggests how the
relationship between the türbedār’s room and the inner prescint of the saint was supposed to work: In
the first story, Ibrāhı̄m relates how the first türbedār of the shrine, a Dervish ’Alı̄, used in summer to
sleep within the türbe itself instead of in his designated room next to it, for the very quotidian reason
of a flea infestation in his room. When asked why he eventually stopped this practice, ’Alı̄ replied
that he kept seeing the saint in his dreams, brandishing a club and commanding him to stop sleeping
there; over time this repeated vision had its effect, ’Alı̄ evidently suffering through the fleas as best
he could (İbrâhîm Hâs 2013, pp. 303–4). ’Alı̄ had infringed on the special inner space of the saint, an
intrusion that violated proper adab, akin to a subordinate member of a regular household deciding
to sleep next to the head of the household (the presence of fleas—and the scratching and ensuing
potential production of ritual impurity—excaberating the offense). That the türbedār was essentially
part of the saint’s household is suggested in the second story, in which a later türbedār, Derviş Yūsuf,
was asked if he had ever experienced any ‘signs’ of H. asan Ünsı̄’s sainthood, to which he replied,
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One day through the weakness of the flesh I commited a sin. That night I was lying in the
türbe [attached] room, and I saw [in a dream] that Shaykh H. asan Ünsı̄ had been manifest
forth from his türbe. In his hand was a staff. With majesty and anger he advanced against me.
So I went into the mosque, but I saw him following behind me! Awakening I was full of fear
and took refuge in God.

(Hasan Ünsî Halvetî ve Menâkıbnâmesi, 305)

Derviş Yūsuf left the türbe for a few days and wandered the city, ‘my mind remaining therein,’ but
upon his return, the saint was evidently pleased with his repentance and restored him to health. The
foreshortening of the saint’s domestic space and that of his devotees could be perilous if one were
not careful.

3. Perpetuating Presence in the House of the Saint: The Role of Pious Wall-Writing

If a shrine custodian had the privilege—or burden, as the case may be—of literally inhabiting
the domestic space of the entombed saint, other visitors had to come and go.11 Fortunately, in shrine
wall-writing, devotees had potential access to a practice that allowed them to inscribe themselves
into the space of the saint and to maintain a personal anchor in that space long after returning home.
If in the modern world such personalized, officially unauthorized inscriptions would be classified as
graffiti and potentially give grounds for prosecution, in the pre-modern Islamicate world, as in much
of the rest of the pre-modern world, writing on public or semi-public substrates was not just tolerated
but was an expected, indeed valorized, means of participating in public and especially sanctified
spaces. Historians have, in the last few years, begun to realize the sheer extent and research potential
of ‘authorized graffiti’ (terminology is itself problematic given the difference in attitudes between
our world and prior ones), most notably in the path-breaking work of Karen B. Stern. However,
the existence, much less the significance of wall-writing practices in the Islamicate world has barely
been recognized thus far (Stern 2018; Ragazzoli 2018).12 Suffice to say, the practice had deep roots in
the Ottoman world, with a genealogy that can be traced back to the antique and late antique milieu
examined by Stern in fact, and which, by the eighteenth century, was manifest not just in Eurasia but in
European colonies in the Americas as well. By our period, the composition of messages upon publicly
accessible and visible surfaces was widespread and widely practiced by elite and non-elite; even lack
of literacy need not preclude someone leaving his (and possibly her, though I do not—yet—have
such evidence to say for sure) written mark, as this section’s opening story demonstrates. Shrine
wall-writing was but one aspect of the wider body of practice, as Ottoman left messages upon the
walls of mosques, khans, churches, and other locations, for a range of reasons from simple indication
of presence to running arguments with anonymous interlocuters.

Not all shrines received wall-writing, or at least not in equal measure. Our two most important
literary witnesses, al-Nābulusı̄ and Evliyā Çelebi, visited a rather staggering number of saints’ shrines
in the course of their respective monumental travels through the Ottoman lands, but only in relation to
some do they note either the presence of wall-writing or their own contributions. Sometimes records of
such wall-writing are incidental: al-Ghazzı̄ mentions that his saintly ancestor al-Nābulusı̄ had written
a praise-poem, which he ‘placed’ (either by writing on the wall or on loose paper tacked to the wall or
placed directly upon the tomb’s cenotaph) in Ibn ’Arabı̄’s shrine, a record precipitated by a dream
in which a disciple of al-Nābulusı̄ heard Ibn ’Arabı̄ recite the very poem. Had he not recorded the
dream account, al-Ghazzı̄ might not have mentioned the poem in the shrine at all. Survival of actual

11 To be sure, there were shrines where overnight accomodations were included close by, and some wherein practices of
incubation were practiced, though these were special cases and at any rate still entailed temporary lodging at most.

12 For the Islamicate context, a translation of an early medieval ‘anthology’ of found (or in some cases probably invented)
poetic wall-writings exist, the distant ancestors of our examples and in some cases quite similar in content, though generally
of a different nature and purpose, al-Is.bahānı̄’s Book of Strangers (al-Is.bahānı̄ 2000).
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wall-writing is even more contingent: Not only do shrines, as fundamentally ‘living’ structures, require
frequent renovations, potentially obscuring many years of wall-writing, with modern shifts in how
wall-writing (which gradually became an undifferentiated mass of ‘graffiti’) was perceived, most saints’
shrines saw injunctures against further additions and the erasure or covering up of early modern
writing, a shrine like that of Yah. yā Efendi a fortunate exception.13

Because we are dependent upon such chance survivals and literary references, neither of which
are at all systematic, we can only speculate on why some shrines may have been objects of wall-writing
devotion and others not. Certainly, popularity, reputation, and existing custom mattered, though
alternatively the presence of writing could, if initiated, help sustain a site’s status as a holy place
suitable for visitation. One basic factor, which seems obvious, but which proves difficult to parse
further in fact, is the matter of substrates: Some surfaces are much better suited for writing than others.
The ideal surface, and one which was—and is—indeed typical of many shrines in the Ottoman lands
is one of smooth white plaster upon which charcoal, the preferred medium, leaves a very visible,
and enduring, trace. Smooth stone (that is, stone surfaces not extensively ornamented or incised)
provides the next most ameable substrate, whether in the form of a wall, architectural details, or even a
tombstone. Zeynep Yürekli notes the former presence of figural pious graffiti upon the door jambs
and voussoirs of the shrines of Hacı Bektāş and Seyyid Gazı̄, made up of ‘birds, dervish bowls, ships,
the sword z. ülfk. ār, the hand of Fatima and the curious image of big fish swallowing smaller fish,’ some
with evident enough meanings, others quite opaque (Yürekli 2012, pp. 148–49). Such material no
doubt once existed in far greater numbers than can now be observered after bouts of well-meaning
modern restorations that so often eliminated etchings and writings no longer seen as appropriate.
That pious graffiti might be written directly on tombstones is indicated by Evliyā Çelebi, who writes of
the recently martyred Shaykh Mah. mūd (here referred to be his other name in common use, Shaykh
Rūmı̄) in Diyarbakır:

The shaykh lies buried in the Muslim cemetery outside the Rūm gate, in a grave without
dome or any structure. May God bless us through this saint’s miraculous powers! This
humble author wrote the following lines on his tombstone:

We came as pilgrims to this station

Where reposes the great guide, Shaykh Rūmı̄!

(Evliyâ Çelebi in Diyarbekir, Evliyâ Çelebi 1988, p. 189)

Unlike walls of roofed shrines or mosques, the pious graffiti of an open-air de facto shrine such as
this would have been relatively ephemeral in all but the driest climates, charcoal the likely medium
of inscription here as elsewhere. Nonetheless, we can imagine Şeyh Murād’s tombstone peppered
in poems and other pieces of writing, the black of the script coursing along the surface of the stone,
indicating even to casual observers the special status of the tomb’s occupant even absent a typical shrine
structure (which was possibly precluded at the time by this particular saint’s politically controversial
position). The very presence of charcoaled or etched words and texts on Shaykh Murād’s helped to
socially distinguish him as one of the ‘very special dead’ (Brown 1981).

Writing on a shrine’s susbtrates—or on the grave marker of a saint not yet possessed of a
shrine—certainly functioned, if implicitly, as an argument for the sanctity of the interred person.
Explicating the full range of social work such writing could do, as well as the significance of its
reproduction in our narrative sources, could encompass a study in itself. In terms of the intended
function of shrine wall-writing, most fundamentally it was for devotees a way of remaining present in
the ‘home’ of the saint even after one had physically left. Whether in the form of poetic or scriptural

13 As Yürekli notes about the pious graffiti at the shrines of Seyyid Gazi and Hacı Bektaş, ‘unforunately almost all the graffiti
on our two shrines were chiseled off during twentieth-century restorations, but those on the Seyyid Gazi shrine were
fortunately recorded by Theodor Menzel in 1911’ (Yürekli 2012, p. 14).
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‘gifts’ to the saint, requests to the saint for his intercession, or simply one’s name and the date of
visitation, these personal acts of writing linked the person writing (or dictating, as the case may be)
with the saint through a very durable medium. We might think of such writings as a way of holding at
length and at distance a conversation with the saint, a continuous expression of love and devotion,
whereby the saint’s baraka flowed into the devotee. Once inscribed in a substrate, the writing ‘worked’
without futher interventions, much as talismans written with prophylactic sacred phrases ‘worked’
even without being read or seen. That said, wall writings were also meant to be read by others who
came to visit the saint, and in being read, reactivated in a particularly powerful way.14 Through such
reactivation by other visitors, wall-writing helped to cement a peripatetic ‘household’ around the saint,
devoted to the saint but also devoted, in a different way, to one another, praying for and reactivating
the prayers of other visitors.

Shrine-writing could overlap with interventions in more conventional domestic space: al-Nābulusı̄
visited the collective tomb of the al-Bakrı̄ family, a saintly ‘dynasty’ of Cairo through whose lineage
familial baraka had been transmitted over the last century, a pattern of particular purchase in Egypt
(al-Bakrı̄ 2015; Sabra 2016). Al-Nābulusı̄ and his traveling companions were guests in the home of the
current head of the family, Zayn al-’Ābidı̄n al-Bakrı̄ (al-Nābulusı̄ 1998, p. 31), and after visiting the
family shrine wherein the ‘lords of the Bakriyya’ were entombed, al-Nābulusı̄ composed a qas. ı̄da (a
form of poetry often used for eulogistic purposes) in praise of the maqāmāt (that is, spiritual stations) of
these holy dead. Zayn al-’Ābidı̄n had this qas. ı̄da inscribed on a wooden board and hung up inside the
shrine, a contribution that lay in-between more permanent, ‘architectural’ inscriptions and the sort
of wall-writing we have discussed so far. Here as elsewhere the categories and terms to which we
in the modern world are accustomed generally lack the ideal capacity for encompassing the many
possible forms these written interventions took (al-Nābulusı̄ 1998, p. 64).15 It is also a challenge for us
to appreciate the presence and power written words could take in a pre-typographic world in which
public texts, even when monumental inscriptions are taken into account, were considerably rarer
than in our text-saturated present. The social work al-Nābulusı̄’s act of writing and Zayn al-’Ābidı̄n’s
space-modification facilitated was also complex. Al-Nābulusı̄ contributed to the veneration of the
‘lords of the Bakriyya’ by inscribing their sainthood in poetry, while also reinforcing his bonds with the
family and offering a sort of repayment for Zayn al-’Ābidı̄n’s copious hospitality. Zayn al-’Ābidı̄n
benefited, too, from the ‘endorsement’ of an important and himself widely venerated shaykh while
further strengthening the bonds of friendship and mutual support between himself and al-Nābulusı̄
by rendering the shaykh’s qas. ı̄da into a format more durable than ordinary shrine wall-writing.

In these ways and more, shrine wall-writing, then, can be understood as a means by which the
domestic aspect of the saint’s shrine was (further) constituted, as an intimate space of communication
with the spirit of the saint and with his or her ‘family’ of devotees, present and future. The logic of this
particular form of wall-writing followed upon the domestic logic of the shrine: As the saint’s home, the
devotee offered a gift to the saint and his household, a gift that also anchored his continuing presence
in the vicinity of the saint. To etch an inscription on the wall or other surface of a saint’s ‘house’ was in
some ways to go beyond one’ status as visitor and to instead become a sort of household inhabitant,
the written traces of one’s name and supplications and poetic composition abiding opposite a beloved
saint, seen and read by the steady stream of other guests of the holy person entombed there.

4. Finding the Prophet in Domestic Space: Envisioning the Effects of Devotion to Muh. ammad

If a range of practices, attitudes, and imaginations worked to locate the domestic upon and within
the tomb of the saint, in the homes of the living, a related if distinct set of practices, material objects,

14 Refer for instance to the neat, in some cases vocalized, writing in Figure 1.
15 It is not entirely clear what this assembly would have looked like; to my knowledge, no such inscribed wooden plaques

survive, though we might look to examples of poetry written on wooden panels such as those preserved in the Metropolitan
Museum of Art’s famed c. 1707 Damascus Room (Met. 1970.17).
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and ritual texts brought holy presences into already existing domestic space and offered routes towards
transformations of that space. While diverse saintly presences and relationships were reproduced
and maintained in domestic settings, as displayed in the seventeenth century correspondences of
’Asiye Hatūn (Asiye Hatūn 1994), of greatest importance was devotion to the Prophet Muh. ammad.
What follows will consider further two aspects of this interplay of the domestic and of the transformation
of the domestic: First, a look at how tas. liya, whether aurally performed using the Dalā’il al-khayrāt or
some other means, was envisioned as introducing the Muh. ammadan presence into one’s home and so in
a way transcending the constraints of the domestic while transforming that very space. Second, I will
briefly trace the history of the images of holy places and objects that became a central part of the Dalā’il
as a material object. I will demonstrate, among other things, both a ‘domestication’ of a previously
‘public,’ communally experienced visual repertoire and the place of these images in generating the
Muh. ammadan presence within the walls of one’s own home.

That the Dalā’il al-khayrāt and similar repositories of devotion to Muh. ammad were regarded,
indeed valorized, as domestically oriented bodies of practice is evident from the commentary literature
and other sources; the abundance of the many extant manuscripts and the evidence of frequent use
on their pages argues that such literary observations and prescriptions in fact corresponded to actual
practice. Initial forays into reconstructing the ownership and use histories of individual copies of
the Dalā’il and other devotional works (with multi-volume or multi-excerpt compilations also very
frequent) have established ownership of the text by both institutions and households. There is still
need however to better establish the details of who owned copies of the this text and what those copies
would have looked like (certainly, ‘prestige’ copies with full illuminative and sophisticated illustrative
schemes are over-represented in most modern institutional collections) (Hanna 2003; Göloğlu 2018,
pp. 231–35). My goal here is more modest: To briefly demonstrate how certain Ottoman authors
envisioned Muh. ammadan devotion in certain modes as being uniquely domestic in nature.

We begin with the hagiography of the Dalā’il al-khayrāt’s compiler, Muh. ammad al-Jazūlı̄ (d. 1465),
venerated as a saint in both his native Maghrib and everywhere the Dalā’il went, a status reinforced in
hagiographic compositions as well as in the commentary (sharh. ) literature on the Dalā’il (Cornell 1998;
Blecher 2013). Arabic-language treatments of the saint give, in varying lengths, a now classic story that
explains why al-Jazūlı̄ compiled the book. One day, while trying to retrieve water from a well in order
to perform his ritual ablutions, he was stymied by the lack of a rope. A girl came along, breathed into
the well, and up came the water of its own accord! Amazed, al-Jazūlı̄ asked her what in her practice of
piety had invested her with such miraculous ability, to which she replied it was her regular practice of
invoking peace and blessings upon the Prophet Muh. ammad. Inspired, al-Jazūlı̄ set out to compile his
now classic work (al-Fāsı̄ 1989, pp. 6–7). In his early eighteenth-century Ottoman Turkish commentary
on the Dalā’il, the otherwise obscure preacher and exegete Qara Dāvudzāde Meh. med Efendi (d. 1756)
elaborated upon this story further.16 The ‘girl’ (kız) expresses amazement that someone whom ‘the
people praise for your goodness and miracles (kerāmāt)’ is unable to draw up the water. In this version,
al-Jazūlı̄ goes home determined to transform his devotional life, a determination reinforced when that
night he awakes to see his wife quietly arising from bed and heading outside. Angered and jealous, he
creeps off after her, and is amazed to see her go down to the seashore, encounter two wild lions, mount
one, and ride him across the water to an island where she performs the ritual prayer. Upon her return,
he asks her what she has done that has given her such powers, to which she replies, unsurprisingly,
that it is her practice of pronouncing peace and blessings upon Muh. ammad (Qara Dāvudzāde 1750,
pp. 2–3).

There are many potential messages encoded in these accounts (and in other stories in Qara
Dāvudzāde’s compendium emphasizing the superiority of a woman’s piety and practice over that

16 In a late eighteenth century copy of the text, the author is described in a short text after the colophon as an ‘advice-giving
preacher to the community of Muh. ammad’ and an exegete, working in Istanbul’s Yeni Valide Mosque (now generally known
simply as Yeni Camii, ‘New Mosque,’ after is completion in the late seventeenth century) (Qara Dāvudzāde 1750, p. 699).
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of a man). Central is the idea that not only can women practice devotion to Muh. ammad within the
space of the home (and without), but that they are potentially especially powerful practicioners of this
devotion, devotion whose effects might well transcend those of other more male-dominated forms of
saintliness. Furthermore, if the sanctification of women’s domestic lives and spaces (and those of men,
who are meant in these and similar accounts to look to women for emulation) are encouraged in these
accounts, the transcendence of the domestic is also implicitly suggested: While, we surmise, al-Jazūlı̄’s
wife practiced her devotion to Muh. ammad primarily within the house, the connection with God and
his Prophet that she thereby generated and which endowed her with saintly powers enabled her to not
only depart from the boundaries of the house, but even walk upon water and command wild beasts.
She was quite literally transported beyond the bounds of the household through her devotion to the
Prophet. Perhaps even more remarkably, there is no indication in Qara Dāvudzāde’s story that she
was in any way at fault in neither informing her husband of her devotional regime nor in not asking
his permission to leave the house and go out walking on water and cavorting with lions.17 There is an
implicit message in these stories that devotion to Muh. ammad is not just accessible to women in some
form or another, but that it is especially suited to opening up the spiritual and otherwise horizons of
women. While the women in the two above stories are shown literally transcending the limits of the
domestic, implicit is the idea that even while centered on the house, within the space of the domestic,
women can partake of a vigorous and powerful devotional regime, such that they might even surpass
the powers of a prominent saint.

However, while it might be tempting to interpret these bodies of devotion as being uniquely
gendered as ‘female,’ perhaps as extensions of the ‘female space’ of the household, other instances from
the commentary literature suggest a more complex picture. Three examples from the commentary
(sharh. ) of the most influential and most widely copied commentator on the text in Arabic, Muh. ammad
al-Mahdı̄ ibn Ah. mad al-Fāsı̄ (d. 1698), provide a good sense of other iterations of the domestic setting
prescriptive literature suggested as normative for devotion (Dennerlein 2018). In a short story in his
manāqib of al-Jazūlı̄, for instance, al-Fāsı̄ relates the tale of a student in Fes who owned the Dalā’il and
another, somewhat similar, compilation of blessings and prayers upon Muh. ammad, the Tanbı̄h al-anām,
copies of which circulated in the Maghrib and in the Ottoman world thought not, it would seem,
beyond. In the story, the student would leave his copy of the Dalā’il underneath the Tanbı̄h then leave
his room in the madrasa. When he returned, the Dalā’il would have miraculously switched spots with
the Tanbı̄h, coming out, quite literally, on top (al-Fāsı̄ 1989, pp. 9–10)! Beyond the obivious purpose of
this story in establishing the superiority of one form of Muh. ammadan devotion to another, the account
points to domestic space—here, a student’s private room—as the expected physical location devotional
books would be used and stored. Such a domestic context is implied even more strongly in two stories
of the effects of tas. liya al-Fāsı̄ provides in his commentary on the Dalā’il, stories that also point to
the potential transformative effects of such devotions upon the spaces in which they were practiced.
The first story concerns a pious craftsman—as with Qara Dāvudzāde, the emphasis is upon the broad
accessibility of this devotional regime to people up and down the social ladder—who reported,

I used to perform every night by myself before going to bed a certain number of salutations
and blessings upon the Prophet, God bless him and give him peace. One night I had
completed this number of prayers and feel asleep. I was then dwelling in a first-floor room
(ghurfa). Suddenly the Prophet, God bless him and give him peace, entered into the door of
the upper room, light streaming from him. He stood up before me and said, “What is this

17 Certainly there were expectations in Ottoman Islamic society, as in other societies shaped by normative Islam, that
women—women of certain classes, statuses, and ages, at least—would generally remain within the home; at the same
time, here as in many other cases, that expectation was but background to women’s actual public lives, either in their own
movement without the house or, in the case of women who because of their elite status really did tend to remain hidden
from public sight, their deployment of patronage and power through other means, including acts of devotion and piety.
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sorrow which increases s.alāt upon me?”18 Then I was embarrased to kiss him on his mouth,
so I turned my face and he kissed me on my cheek. Then I awoke with a start in that very
moment, awakening my wife beside me. The house (al-bayt) was suffused with the smell of
musk from his scent, God bless him and give him peace, and the scent of musk remained on
my cheek some eight days, my wife finding it upon my cheek every day and night!

(Mat.āli’ al-masarrāt, 58)

The setting here is not only determinedly domestic, it is strikingly intimate, both in the space
in which it unfolds—an ‘upper room,’ in which the man and his wife sleep and to which others
would presumably not have access, itself a part of a larger domestic complex, the bayt—and in its
particular details. An almost erotic charge pervades these details, the performance of devotion to the
Prophet establishing a means for him to penetrate into inner domestic space and leave his trace therein,
both upon the body of the devotee and upon the space itself. The scent of him pervades the house,
the physical, sensory (and indeed sensual) effect of the devotions performed within.

This sensory, even sensual effect of tas. liya within the walls of the house is further reinforced in the
next story al-Fāsı̄ relates, set in late medieval al-Andalūs, and related by one Abū al-Qāsim al-Murı̄d:

When Shaykh Abū ’Umrān al-Barda’ı̄ came to Malaga he found therein Shaykh Abū ’Alı̄,
that is al-Kharrāz [‘the Cobbler’]. The three of us met together one day in my home (dārı̄) for
food I had made for them . . . My father was also present, and he had come down with a cold
such that his sense of smell was interrupted. Shaykh Abū ’Umrān said to Shaykh Abū ’Alı̄,
“Yā Abū ’Alı̄, you have eight years [of devotional performance], so what effect has tas. liya had
on you?” He replied, “Yā Sı̄dı̄, it has endowed me with such-and-such [spiritual powers].”
Shaykh Abū ’Umrān replied, “This is what is manifest to children; one ought not in such
manner practice remembrance of the Prophet.” Then he said, “Breath upon the palm of the
hand of Shaykh Abū al-Qāsim’s father.” He did so, and the smell of musk wafted about, but
weakly. Then Shaykh Abū ’Umrān blew upon my father’s palm, and by God! The smell of
the musk cleaved my father’s nostrils to the point that they started to bleed from the force of
it! Blood flowed from his nose and the scent pervaded my home until scents of musk reached
even the neighbors!

(Mat.āli’ al-masarrāt, 59)

Lest there be any doubt as to just whose scent the smell of musk is in this story, just before this
passage al-Fāsı̄ relates how the scent of Muh. ammad is directly derived from the smells of the Garden
itself, a scent that he in turn bestows upon those who practice devotion to him. Through the potency
of tas. liya—of which the Dalā’il is presented as the finest and most accessible distillation—ordinary
domestic spaces can be suffused with the scent of Paradise. Domestic space becomes marked in this
rendering with the space of the eternal Garden through the presence of the Prophet breaking into that
inner, intimate space of the house, opening it to himself and to the eternal.

5. Bringing the Holy Home: Devotional Imagery in the Dalā’il and Other Contexts

Both al-Fāsı̄ and Qara Dāvudzāde largely limit themselves to the aural performance of devotion
to Muh. ammad, following the text of the Dalā’il itself in this regard. However, within the original
late medieval composition of al-Jazūlı̄ itself is the seed of a tacticle and visual regime of practice that
would flourish in the early modern Ottoman world (and beyond), and in so doing establish another
means of drawing the Muh. ammadan presence into domestic space through participation in the most
important shared holy places of the Muslim umma, those of Mecca and Medina. These images, along

18 Suggesting that the pious man’s performance of tas. liya was precipitated by some concern or anxiety in his life, which he
wished to resolve through turning to the Prophet.
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with related pictoral depictions of objects associated with Muh. ammad, emerged in the medieval
period but were either limited to elite audiences or were accessible to others through public display in
communal locations such as mosques. It would be primarily through the medium of the Dalā’il and its
visual repertoire that images of Mecca and Medina, along with new forms of visual representation of
the Prophet’s presence, would become domestically accessible. Simultaneously, the ways in which
devotees interacted with such images would diversify and shift, from the tactile to more visual and
imaginative modes of participation, the originally Ottoman h. ilye an important aspect and driver of
this change. While the Turkish-speaking provinces would see the most expansive elaboration of
devotional imagery, these transformations would play out in the Arabic-speaking regions as well and
beyond the empire’s borders both west and east. This final section will trace the trajectories of these
devotional images from settings of a primarily communal and public nature to an increasing emphasis
on intimate, domestically rooted use, drawing upon both material evidence and that of commentaries
and devotional texts themselves.

The fully elaborated repertoire of devotional images that would become typical in copies of the
Dalā’il in (primarily) the Turkish-speaking half of the Ottoman Empire had multiple points of origin,
each displaying a movement from the communal to the domestic.19 Within the text of the Dalā’il itself
is a short description of the most significant physical site associated with Muh. ammad—the so-called
Rawd. a (literally, ‘Garden’) of Muh. ammad, the place in which he and Abū Bakr and ’Umar, the first
two caliphs, were buried. The text itself envisions a clarifying diagram of the three tombs, al-Jazūlı̄
himself probably having drawn the original prototype, which was soon elaborated somewhat with
additional details, a facing image of the nearby Muh. ammad’s Minbar complementing that of the Rawd. a
(see Figure 6 for an Ottoman Syrian example). In North Africa and some other regions, these two
images, rendered in many different styles, would often constitute the only imagery. Copies made in
the Arabic-speaking provinces of the empire tended to follow this pattern, though not exclusively.
The presence of these two schematics—anchored in the text itself—served as an entry point for further
elaborations, though the exact chronology and rationales are murky; the following is only a brief
summary of the likely trajectory and of the possible interpretations we may attach to that trajectory
(Rusli et al. 2016; my analysis departs somewhat from that of Witkam 2007).

19 It should be noted that different parts of the early modern Islamicate world had distinctive traditions of illustrating and
using the Dalā’il, with some regions’ practices resembling the Ottoman Turcophone, others the Maghrib. A comprehensive
history of just the images used in the Dalā’il remains to be written, though there are now a number of scholars working on
the topic, as represented in the secondary works cited here.
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Figure 6. A fairly typical representative of the ‘traditional’ pairing of depictions of the Rawd. a with
Muh. ammad’s Minbar with decorative elaboration typical of the wider Ottoman world, from an Ottoman
Syrian copy of the Dalā’il completed at some point in the eighteenth century. University Library of
Leipzig, Vollers 200.

Images of Mecca and Medina as a whole and of sites within or associated with the holy cities
(including Muhammad’s Minbar and the Rawd. a) long predated the composition of the Dalā’il and
continued to be elaborated upon in other media and matrices as well long after the elaboration and
spread of the Dalā’il and its images. Views of Mecca and Medina were developed and propagated in,
among other contexts, pilgrimage certificates, often elaborate works in scroll-form that documented
someone’s pilgrimage to Mecca (Chekhab-Abudaya et al. 2016). While a surprising number of these
otherwise rather ephemeral texts, most seemingly produced in Mecca, have survived, dating from the
thirteenth century forward, their social contexts are not always obvious (Aksoy and Milstein 2000).
Some show signs of having been hung up, either in full or cut down into constitutive components.
We are fortunate to possess a passage from the early sixteenth century that sheds more light on
the context in which these images were displayed and could have entered into wider artistic and
devotional consciousness as a result. In his treatise on the proper usage of sacred spaces, the sufi
scholar Shaykh ’Alwān of Hama (d. 1530) described what he saw as pernicious contemporary practices
of mosque ‘ornamentation (zukhruf )’ that needed to be confronted (Ibn At.ı̄yah 2003, pp. 27–28;
Allen 2019b, pp. 116–38). Among the ‘reprehensible practices’ of the people of Syria in mosques,
Shaykh ’Alwān argues, is that

they raise up sheets of paper joined together decorated with the image of the noble and
exalted Ka’ba, the noble Stone, and other than that, on which they write things such as, after
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praise to God and what follows it, ‘So-and-so made the ’umra 20 on behalf of so-and-so,’ and
’So-and-so made the h. ajj on behalf of so-and-so.’ They intend thereby—and God knows
best—fame, eye-service, and repute, and the dissimulation of the repute of the one for whom
the ’umra or h. ajj was made, in life and in death. They attach those to the qibla [wall or niche
or both] of the mosque and elsewhere on its surfaces, causing distraction on the part of those
praying the s.alāt through looking at the decoration.

(Asná al-maqās. id, pp. 28–29)

While we need not accept at face value Shaykh ’Alwān’s interpretation of the moral probity of
people who so displayed pilgrimage scroll imagery, his supposition that they served as sources of social
capital does not seem far off. These scrolls were meant to be seen, displayed in a communal setting
(consider the example at Figure 7). The iconography developed primarily in these scrolls—which
included both schematic views of Mecca and Medina as well as of other holy places and of iconic ‘relics’
such as Muh. ammad’s sandal-print—would go in many directions from their original contexts. In the
Ottoman world, the public display of images of Mecca and Medina would find more permanent form
in, above all, the many Iznik tile panels presenting somewhat similar schematic depictions of either one
or both holy cities of the H. ijāz (see Figure 8 for an example), prominently if somewhat incongruously
displayed on the qibla walls of Ottoman mosques great and small. Such images worked to link the
space of the mosque to that of the H. ijāz and invited the viewer to imaginatively traverse the sacred
topography him or herself (Maury 2013). Relatedly, depictions of the iconic ‘relics’ of Muh. ammad,
particularly his sandal or foot-print, entered tile form, across the Ottoman world and not just in the
Turcophone (Milstein 2006).21 While there is at least one instance of tilework depictions in a domestic
context, it is the highly rarified one of the Topkapı’s Harem. More important for our purposes, images
of the holy places of the H. ijāz would also begin to appear within the pages of books, most significantly
the Dalā’il.22 This shift would begin the movement of these devotional images from shared communal
settings to also existing within domestic, household ones—which, in this case, entailed a movement
from spaces in which women’s participation was secondary and restricted (that of the mosque) to
spaces in which women were dominant presences (that of the home).

20 That is, the ‘lesser’ pilgrimage, which can be carried out at any time of the year and now just during the designated
pilgrimage season.

21 See for instance the beautiful mihrab panel from an eighteenth Ottoman mosque in Damascus, now preserved in the Aga
Khan Museum’s collections, which prominently features plain blue depictions of Muh. ammad’s sandalprints: Aga Khan
Museum, AKM585.

22 For instance, elaborations on pilgrimage scroll style images formed the visual repertoire of a popular Persian-language
guide to the holy places of the H. ijāz, the sixteenth century Futūh. al-haramayn by Muh. yi al-Dı̄n Ları̄ (d. 1521?), production
of which would continue in the following centuries from India to the Ottoman lands, though never on the large scale of
the Dalā’il, in part no doubt because of the much larger (and hence more expensive) range of illustrations the text usually
included (Rogers 2010, pp. 250–51).
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Figure 7. A section of a pilgrimage scroll showing examples of schematic depictions of holy places in
the H. ijāz; the entirety or portions of such scrolls would have been mounted on mosque walls for public
display, a function that may well have been in the makers’ minds given the scale of the depictions.
This example was completed around the year 1433 and displays the increasingly sophisticated visual
repertoire that developed within the genre. British Library, Add. MS 27566.

By at least the mid-seventeenth century, copies of the Dalā’il itself frequently included depictions
of the two holy cities—either complementing or supplanting the original views of the Rawd. a and
the Prophet’s Minbar—with some stylistic departures from the original schematic renderings found
in the pilgrimage scrolls, as is visible in one of the earliest copies of the text, produced in early
seventeenth century Tunisia (probably).23 Around the start of the eighteenth century, the depictions
of Mecca and Medina would increasingly (though far from exclusively) be rendered in a cavalier
perspective (Figure 9) redolent of contemporary Western European art, a change primarily found in
the northern, Turcophonic tier of the empire (Maury 2010), though further research will no doubt
establish the exact regional makeup of this change. The ensuing visual repertoire of the Dalā’il would
increasingly shape the imagery of other devotional texts. For instance, the previously cited manuscript
of Qara Dāvudzāde’s commentary on the Dalā’il reproduces, as a sort of establishing citation, a
Dalā’il-style cavalier perspective view of Mecca in the opening illuminated frontspiece (Figure 9; see
also Figure 10). Many other similar cases could be cited.24

Another major source of the Dalā’il’s iconographic repertoire, at least in the core provinces, was
the early modern transformation of long-existing physical descriptions of Muh. ammad (and, to a lesser

23 This copy of the Dalā’il was recently acquired by the Metropolitan Museum of Art as Met. 2017.301.
24 To give another example: a recently auctioned mid-eighteenth century copy of the Dalā’il’s ‘rival’ devotional work, the Tanbı̄h

al-anām, not only includes the by then standard cavalier perspective views of the holy cities of the H. ijāz, but also, just like
many copies of the Dalā’il during the period, collates other devotional imagery into its pages, such as a particularly beautiful
rendering, with ample neutral space and delicate floral details, of Muh. ammad’s sandal-print (Sotheby’s London 2015).
See also Figure 13 below.
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degree, other holy persons from early Islam), the shamā’il and h. ilya (Ottoman Turkish h. ilye) literature,
into a discrete genre of texts and objects (Elias 2012, pp. 272–74; Gruber 2014; Gruber 2019, pp. 285–381).
Most famously, these descriptions, which could be traced back to canonical hadith literature, formed
the core of the aforementioned calligraphic ‘icon’ known as the h. ilye-i şerı̄f (for examples see Figures 3
and 10). Not only were h. ilyes increasingly included in (primarily) Turcophonic copies of the Dalā’il,
the modes of engagement associated with them, focusing on the visual, imaginative, and prophylactic,
seem to have contributed to the changes in how Ottoman Muslims interacted with the imagery of the
Dalā’il and related texts.

 

Figure 8. A circa 1640 tile depiction of Mecca with the Ka’ba at the center, formerly set in the qibla wall
of a mosque. The relationship between the tile’s visual vocabulary and that of the pilgrimage scroll is
immediately evident. Aga Khan Museum, AKM58.
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Figure 9. A miniature rendering of Medina surmounts the ’unwān (illustrated headspiece) at the
beginning of this Ottoman Turkish translation and expansion of al-Fāsı̄’s commentary on the Dalā’il.
Ann Arbor, University of Michigan, Special Collections Library, Isl. Ms. 672, fol.1a.
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Figure 10. This H. āfiz ’Osmān h. ilye received in the mid-eighteenth century an illumined headpiece
with an image of Mecca, and, at some point in the nineteenth, the green-and-gold border; signs of
considerable use and display and ensuing re-mountings are evident across the piece. Ann Arbor,
University of Michigan, Special Collections Library, Isl. Ms. 238.

Unlike medieval images of Mecca and Medina or the iconic depictions of the ‘relics’ of Muh. ammad,
the h. ilye appears to have been geared towards domestic contexts from the beginning, reflective of
the inceasingly domestic context of devotion to Muh. ammad by the end of the seventeenth century.
The following ‘hadith’ (it is almost certainly an early modern pious fabrication), taken from a mostly
Turkish book-form compilation on the Prophet’s physical characteristics (Dervı̄ş Ibrahı̄m 1716/17),
suggests both the domestic context and the perceived power of these texts:

There is none who writes out this my [Muh. ammad’s] description, then arranges (yas.na’uhā)
it within their house (dār) except that Satan will not draw near their house (bayt), nor will
oppressive power, trial, nor pestilence strike that house, nor will sickness, pain, the envy
of an envious person, the magic of a magician, flood, fire, theft, feebleness, nor misfortune.
And no worry, sadness, nor anxiety will afflict them, so long as this blessed, beneficious
description is in that place (manzil), house, or palace (qas. r) wherein they dwell. And whoever
recites it or listens to it, it is for them the proof and profound reliance which the Prophet,
peace and blessings be upon him, vouchsafes.
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(H. ilye-ye Şerı̄f, pp. 8–12)

The domestic context is foregrounded here: The h. ilye protects one’s house (whatever sort of house
it may be) simply by being there. Like the aural performance of tas. liya, it is offered as a means of
replicating Muh. ammad’s powerful presence within the walls of one’s homes, of opening out domestic
space to the eternal presence of the Prophet. Like other examples from the broader genre, this text
offers multiple routes to ‘activation’ of its powers. Whether in textual form such as that in which the
above hadith was embedded, or in the calligraphic ‘textual icons’ popular from the late seventeenth
century forward, which could be displayed on one’s wall, the h. ilye acted as a prophylactic for one’s
home, regardless of whether anyone was looking at it, reading it, or handling it.25

The fact that many Arabic-language descriptions of Muh. ammad were not simply reproduced
in Arabic but were also the object of Ottoman Turkish translations, sometimes in a decidedly
vernacularizing register, points to a related means whereby these descriptions could activate the
Prophetic presence, namely, through the (properly guided) imagination. Closely akin to the practices
of ‘fixing’ the image of one’s shaykh in one’s heart and thereby establishing an effective spiritual ‘link’
with him from afar, practices developed by, but not limited, to the Naqshbandı̄ sufi t.arı̄qa, descriptions
of the Propeht could enable one to ‘see’ Muh. ammad by means of the heart (Allen 2019b, pp. 432–34).
The reader (or listener) could form his or her own image of the Prophet, which might in turn aid in
summoning Muh. ammad’s visit through the medium of the dream-vision. The overlap with the role of
tas. liya, as disussed above, in summoning the Prophet’s presence is obvious enough. Unsurprisingly,
by mid-eighteenth century, if not before, descriptions of Muh. ammad, including entire calligraphic
h. ilyes, had entered into the Dalā’il’s iconographic repertoire (see Figure 3 for an example) alongside the
by then ‘canonical’ sets of image; at the same time, ‘freestanding’ h. ilyes themselves also often took
on aspects of the Dalā’il’s visual scheme, such as the eighteenth century versions printed using brass
matrices, a form of the device that would have been particularly suited to domestic use up and down
the social ladder (Perk 2010, pp. 36–37).26

The devotional images of the Dalā’il—from those of the Rawd. a to the full-fledged depictions
of Mecca and Medina to embedded h. ilyes—elicited responses that ranged from the highly tactile to
the visual and imaginative. Particularly when placed within the pages of books, these devotional
images invited physical, bodily reponses. Reading the written labels (indicating names of mosque
and tomb structures, gates, and various other significant sites) of these depictions and imaginatively
engaging with them required, as Sabiha Göloğlu has noted, no small degree of bodily interaction
simply by virtue of either turning the manuscript or turning one’s self in order to literally read
the writing and to follow the layout of the image (Göloğlu 2018, pp. 151–56). Most significantly,
as Christiane Gruber has discussed in detail, both representational and more abstract depictions
of Muh. ammad were for many early modern Muslims, Ottoman and otherwise, objects of tactile
devotion, as they rubbed, kissed, even scraped off paper and pigment as means of activing the baraka
contained therein (Gruber 2010; Gruber 2019, pp. 269–85). Yet, while in the neighboring Maghrib the
images within the Dalā’il were frequently objects of tactile veneration all through our period, as clearly
visible in Figure 11, relatively few Ottoman Dalā’ils show such signs of intense tactile engagement.
Significantly, neither do early modern h. ilyes, whether of the free-standing, wall-mounted sort or of
those included in devotional books such as the Dalā’il.27 Instead, the emphasis appears to have been

25 Yet another devotional innovation from the eighteenth century, the pious hadith-tuǧra, which combined the venerable
calligraphic emblem of the Ottoman sultan, the tuǧra, with short hadith, and which was developed by none other than
Sultan Ahmed III, should also be seen as part of this trend towards ‘iconic,’ domestically suited objects of devotion intended
for visual and imaginative participation (Keskiner 2013).

26 Other extant examples of these curious and understudied objects include one held at the Walters Museum of Art, W54.510.
27 In some eighteenth century examples, the neutral space surrounding the images of the holy places in the Dalā’il has been

filled in with devotional verse, quite possibility replicating, in the inscriber’s understanding, the pious wall-writing discussed
above, replicating the experience of a public holy place within the confines of an intimately experienced manuscript. In a
lovely copy of the Dalā’il completed in 1794, someone—perhaps the scribe or the artist or, more likely, an owner—added
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upon the visual and imagination-facilitating aspect of these images, their power unlocked primarily
through the devotee’s gaze. Even as tactile forms of veneration and engagment remained popular in
other contexts, in the core Ottoman lands, the images of the Dalā’il became primarily objects of visual
and imaginative engagement.

 

Figure 11. A probably eighteenth century depiction of the Rawd. a, from a Maghribi manuscript copy of
the Dalā’il, demonstrating the highly schematized style that remained popular in North Africa—here
reduced to almost pure geometric abstraction—alongside evidence of extensive tactile veneration, all
contained within a framing that combines long-standing Maghribi motifs with a headpiece and floral
fill highly typical of Ottoman manuscript illumination. University Library of Leipzig, Cod. Arab. 114.

Our commentator al-Fāsı̄ provides a good picture of such overlapping layers of meaning and
use these various images could receive as well as the transformations of the early modern period.
While himself resident in the Maghrib, al-Fāsı̄ drew upon opinions—concerning the Dalā’il and other,
related matters—which he found in writings by (usually anonymous) ‘Easterners’ (mashāriqa), that is,
inhabitants of the Ottoman Arabic-speaking provinces. His discussion of the purpose of the imagery in
the Dalā’il begins with a citation from the Mamluk jurist Tāj al-Dı̄n al-Fākihānı̄ (d. 1331) who, despite
his opposition to the emergent practice of mawlid festivities (Katz 2007, pp. 70–71), wrote approvingly
that ‘one who cannot make pious visitation to the Rawd. a [itself] may go and piously visit the likeness

Turkish devotional verse in a tiny but neat naskh hand, slanting towards the images. Beinecke Library, Yale University,
Arabic MSS suppl. 616, 14r–14v.
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(mithāl) [thereof], witnessing it with desire and kissing it so that love and desire increase in him’ (al-Fāsı̄
1865). He gives as his example, not an image of the tomb itself as we might expect, but the image of
Muh. ammad’s sandal-print, one of the oldest such devotional images (Gruber 2019, pp. 276–85).

In the passage cited from al-Fākihānı̄, reflecting late medieval devotional culture before the
Dalā’il, two major differences stand out: One, devotees are envisioned going to visit a pious image,
the verb used normally referring to pious visitation to a tomb or other holy place. The imagery is
public. Second, the primary mode of participation the passage suggest is the tactile, not the visual
and imaginative, which are decidedly secondary. By contrast to the late medieval context visible in
the Mamluk jurist’s words, the proliferation of the Dalā’il and related texts and objects meant that for
many early modern Muslims, no special trip was necessary: Devotional imagery could be brought into
one’s home. While bodily engagement remained a part of Ottoman devotional repertoires, the visual
and imaginative emerged as just as, if not more, important, at least in the context of images of the holy
places of the H. ijāz. Al-Fāsı̄ goes on to provide his own explanation for why images are included in
the Dalā’il: First, he notes that the Dalā’il acts as compendium uniting all the various ways Muslims
had sought to describe Muh. ammad, from sı̄ra literature to accounts of his miracles to descriptions
of his physical characteristics (shamā’il). Depicting his tomb—and by extension, other places closely
associated with his life—’is among the things connected with that.’

Al-Fāsı̄ goes on to discuss, drawing upon anonymous contemporaries (in all probability from
the Ottoman world) the practice of imaginatively summoning up the image of Muh. ammad himself.
The devotee should picture ‘before his eyes’ Muh. ammad in his humanity, clothed in divine light,
so that the devotee can ‘stamp his image, God bless him and give him peace, within his spiritual self
(rūh. ānı̄ya) and become intimately acquainted with [that image],’ to great spiritual benefit. In order to
strengthen this practice, one might also picture one’s self gazing at Muh. ammad while sitting—in one’s
mental picturing—before ‘his blessed tomb,’ an image that the devotee can keep constantly before
himself and which will spur him to greater commitment and contact with the Prophet. However,
what if the devotee has never been to Medina and does not know what the Rawd. a and Muh. ammad’s
tomb looks like? Then, he can gaze upon the images within the Dalā’il, al-Fāsı̄ writes, and having
familiarized himself with them use them in his practice of visualization. Such images are especially
useful for the ‘commonality.’ However, citing an anonymous ‘Easterner,’ al-Fāsı̄ also notes that these
images can be rendered in gold leaf and brilliant colors as a way of honoring Muh. ammad and of
strengthening visualization practices, a likely reference to the proliferating diversity and complexity of
images in the Ottoman world from the seventeenth century forward (al-Fāsı̄ 1865, pp. 137–38).

Here, the stress is on the individual viewer using the images as mental templates for constructing,
as it were, the topographic ground for encountering Muh. ammad, transforming the inner ‘space’ of
one’s heart into the sacred space of Mecca and Medina, their significance here having less to do with
their role in the h. ajj and more to do with their connections with Muh. ammad. If tactile responses
were invited by the correspondence of the image on the page (or other medium) with prototype,
here the correspondence was of image in the mind and heart with the prototype, the image on the
page a means of forming that inner image. Not unlike the role that descriptions and images of
Jerusalem could play for medieval and early modern Christians (East and West) in their devotions
to Christ, the imaginative landscape of the holy cities mattered most because it facilitated personal
desire and encounter (Mecham 2005). All of this devotional practice could take place as easily within
the confines of one’s home as anywhere else, even in Mecca and Medina themselves, with devotional
images providing a potent and, al-Fāsı̄ stresses, widely accessible means of doing so. In his slightly
later Ottoman Turkish commentary, Qara Dāvudzāde’s explanation tracks largely alongside that
of al-Fāsı̄, though he focuses entirely on the visual and imaginative, as we might expect based on
the physical evidence from the Ottoman world. The images of the holy places stir up desire for
Muh. ammad, he writes, for those who cannot visit the holy places in person but who can gaze upon
their representations. By bringing the distant holy places home these images provided the potent
topography of encounter with the Prophet to men and women for whom physical pilgrimage was
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not a possibility (Qara Dāvudzāde 1750, pp. 241–42). The holy places provide yet another means of
facilitating Muh. ammad’s presence for ordinary believers, men and women alike.

6. Conclusions: Recapitulation and Considering Points of Connectivity

Looking back over our vista of Ottoman devotional life as it intersected with different iterations
of the domestic, it will be helpful to reconsider the linkages between the two realms covered, that
of the saint’s shrine and of household devotion to Muh. ammad. First, one striking commonality
that I have touched on only in passing is the degree to which both the ‘domesticated’ space of the
shrine and the temporary space of devotion in the domestic household were both accessible, with
something like rough equality, to men and women. While our analysis of the space of the shrine only
touched on gendered aspects, the free movement of women in and out of shrines, often in conditions
of unsegregated mixing, was noted by critics and supporters alike. Not only did this sort of gender
mixing heighten the domestic aspect of the shrine in its function as the home of the saint, we may
speculate that Ottoman observers themselves may have made sense of such mingling as permitted
by the unique nature of the physical vicinity of the saint. In the case of devotion to Muh. ammad, the
importance of women as devotees alongside men is laid out explicitly in the prescriptive literature,
with the implication that the kind of devotion represented by the Dalā’il al-khayrāt did not require
special, communal space but was as easily carried out at home as anywhere else. Such accessibility
was not limited to spatial requirements. The ritual material of devotion to Muh. ammad included much
that could be easily memorized, even for those lacking literacy, while the imagery associated with
the Dalā’il did not require literacy at all, only some awareness of what was depicted and what one
ought to ‘do’ with that imagery. Also, where the images of the holy places (and things) of the H. ijāz,
of the ‘relics’ of Muh. ammad, and the written descriptions of the Prophet’s characterstics had in earlier
periods been of much more limited and restricted access, early modern transformations permitted
their introduction into household settings and hence at least potentially for women’s use. In neither
the shrine nor in domestic devotion did ‘domesticity’ preclude the participation of men, nor ought we
to see either as being gendered ‘feminine’ as opposed to ‘masculine.’

Second, one of the most fundamental and direct points of contact between these two regimes
of practice lay in whay they ‘did’ with holy places, and how different sorts of holy sites interacted
in Ottoman Muslim imaginations. Whether it was the tomb of Muh. ammad in far-offMedina or the
shrine of a neighborhood saint all but unknown a few neighborhoods over, these holy places served
as the powerful topography of personal encounter with holy persons. In both shrine and household
devotion, such encounters, the cultivation of presence, and the formation of love in the devotee were
foremost, the language and practice of the veneration of the saints ultimately on a continuum with that
of devotion to Muh. ammad. Acts of wall-writing or the depositing of votives28 served to anchor an
individual’s person presence in the ‘home’ of the holy person (including for those fortunate enough to
visit the actual physical tomb of the Prophet in Medina), establishing a connection between the saint’s
‘household’ and the home of the devotee, one often reinforced by regular visits to the saint’s shrine.
Home and shrine were joined by various circuits, towards shared ends. Devotion to Muh. ammad drew
upon some of those same logics: Where aural, text-based devotion aimed at summoning the presence
of Muh. ammad through effacious words and inward dispositions, the imagery of Mecca and Medina
helped to forge links between the distant holy places and the homes (and other physical locations,
we should keep in mind, from mosque to madrasa to palace) in which the images were kept and used,
both by the mere prophylactic presence of those images and through tactile and, particularly in the core
Turkish-speaking Ottoman provinces, visual and imaginative participation. This linking of the home to
the holy places in turn went hand-in-hand with the summoning of the Muh. ammadan presence within

28 Another, related avenue for investigation, with its own deep historical roots and broad global analogues.
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the home.29 In a sort of nesting relationship, the tomb-shrine of Muh. ammad in Medina, so central to
devotional life and to the configuration and justification of other shrines, was itself deeply domestic in
that it overlay a literal house site, one which became the ‘home’ of the Prophet’s physical remains.
‘Artefacts’ and ‘icons’ of Muh. ammad (and, to a subordinate degree, other major holy figures) as found
in the h. ilye or in other forms worked in a similar way to images of the holy places, whether through
tactile or visual engagement, or both. Through this entire complex of devotional practice, domestic
space could possess possible transformations and resonances otherwise associated with the space of
the mosque, madrasa, or sufi lodge, or the holy places themselves. All of these acts of devotion were
deeply sensory, both in practice and in imagination, incorporating hearing, sight, touch, smell, and,
though not addressed here, taste as well. Not only were the bodies of devotees marked by devotion,
devotees left their traces upon the material stuff of devotion: In our examples, most significantly the
walls of shrines and the pages of devotional texts.

Even as the ‘domesticated’ saint’s shrine and regimes of household devotion fed into and
referenced one another in constitutive ways, neither unfolded solely within the milieu of Ottoman
Muslims or in total isolation from the devotional and cultural lives of others. Not only did the
elaboration of shrine visitation and of devotion to Muh. ammad involve, in ways both closely shared and
subtly divergent, both Arabic and Turkish speaking Muslims (and, though not investigated here, other
linguistic and cultural communities of Muslims within the empire), it is clear that Ottoman Christians
(and, future research might reveal, others outside of ‘normative’ Ottoman Islam as well) shared in
major aspects of these devotional cultures. One particularly striking example is the proskynetaria genre
of Greek texts (with almost identical parallels in Armenian), so-called ‘guidebooks’ to the central
holy places of Christianity, but whose text and imagery almost certainly had uses akin to the visual
repertoire of the Dalā’il and other Islamic early modern works of devotion, as templates for imaginative
‘spiritual’ travel and ensuing sacred encounters (Arakelyan 2017). In a 1693 version of the much copied
and printed Proskynetarion of Chrysanthus of Bursa, the images of the holy places are rendered in a
style very much akin to contemporary and earlier Ottoman Muslim architectural images, reflective
of the often intimately shared cultural milieus of differing religious communities and suggestive of
similar devotional uses as the imagery of the Dalā’il (Figure 12). While it is beyond the limits of this
article to explore in depth, it is notable that just as depictions of Mecca and Medina drawing upon the
cavalier perspective (such as seen in Figure 13) prolifered in the eighteenth century, in part driven
by the availability of non-Muslim European models, something similar happened with Chrysanthus’
Proskynetarion, as seen in Figure 14, which draws much more decidedly upon Western European
artistic conventions, though in neither this nor the images of the Dalā’il is it simply a question of
outright imitation, but adaptation to internal needs. Did this genre of Christian devotional imagery
undergo a similar shift in emphasis from the tactile to the visual and imaginative? How much do these
artistic shifts owe to changing devotional styles, and how much did changing devotional styles owe to
broader cultural changes? Comparative study of analogous texts and bodies of practice, Muslim and
non-Muslim, might help to more satisfyingly answer such questions.

29 It is worth noting here that from a phenomenological perspective, this linkage of domestic space to the Muh. ammadan
presence rich holy places of the H. ijāz was rendered all the more ‘effective’ due to the relative paucity of images of any
sort within an Ottoman home; while the eighteenth century would see wall paintings (including paintings of Mecca and
Medina, clearly associated with our investigations here) become more common, these would have marked generally well
to do households, which would have still remained relatively ‘image poor’ compared to many other parts of the early
modern world.
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Figure 12. A leaf from a 1693 copy of the Proskynetarion of Chrysanthus of Bursa, showing the relatively
schematic style in use at the time, not unlike that in use in many Dalā’il copies contemporary to it.
Bodleian Library MS. Canon. Gr. 127, 18r.

 

Figure 13. A fine example of the cavalier perspective in depictions of Mecca and (pictured here),
Medina, from a 1738–1739 copy by one Muh. ammad al-Shahrı̄. Bibliothèque nationale de France,
Département des manuscrits, Arabe 6859, f. 22v.
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Figure 14. The Church of the Holy Sepulchre, from Chrysanthus of Bursa, Proskynetarion (Vienna,
Schrämbl, 1807), showing an adaptation of perspectival view with iconographic scenes interspersed
within the architecture.

In their interactions with holy places, Ottoman Christians clearly shared many presuppositions
and ways of imagining sacred space with their Muslim neighbors. Pious wall-writing is one of the most
visible such commonalities. At the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, one can still see such pious etchings
in the great Crusader-era entrance portal, the vast majority of them, whether Armenian, Syriac, Greek,
or otherwise, of Ottoman-era provenance (Brock et al. 2007; Tchekhanovets and Tamara 2016); based on
my own observations, local Christian communities in and around Jerusalem continued writing prayers
and other short texts in the iconography of the main church of the Monastery of the Cross, well into
the nineteenth century. Other examples could no doubt be found even with sporadic survivals and the
terrible fates visited upon many a holy place over the last century. Shrine wall-writing was not only
multi-confessional, but can also be seen in the wider context of public wall writing and, even more
broadly, attitudes towards the nature of text and writing itself; there is a clear linkage between the
acceptability of wall-writing and the ways in which pre-modern audiences across the world conceived
of things like the nature of texts, of authorship, and whether a text was ever truly ‘complete’ without
need of marginalia and commentary unauthorized by an ‘original’ author. Holy places, while public
and communal, did not preclude their being intimate and almost familial in nature—here Ottoman
communities of all sorts agreed.

Other routes of contact and commonalities with the rest of the Islamicate world and beyond into
Christian Europe could no doubt be discerned with further investigation. For instance, in an English
travelogue from 1838, the author Julia Pardoe mentions seeing a fine model of Mecca and Medina
within the monumental türbe of Sultan Süleymān, depicted in a drawing by W. H. Barlett included
in the volume (Figure 15. Other models of holy places, from Ottoman mosques to Mecca’s Ka’ba,
are known (Necipoğlu-Kafadar 1986, pp. 237–39) though this one stands out for its size, complexity,
and similarity to scale models known in considerable numbers from early modern Europe (Puff 2014,
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pp. 83–124).30 That this was a work of devotional art, in dialogue with the images of the Dalā’il and
other texts and objects, seems all but certain; but much else is, for now, murky, including its likely
relationship to scale models at use for other purposes in Western Europe, or whether smaller models of
a devotional nature may have existed in households as well as in shrines and mosques.

 

Figure 15. Scale models of Mecca (foreground) and Medina (visible just behind and to the right of the
Mecca model) within the türbe of Sultan Süleymān, as depicted in the 1830s. From Julia Pardoe, The
Beauties of the Bosphorus; by Miss Pardoe, Author of The City of the Sultan, illustrated in a Series of Views of
Constantinople and its Environs, from original Drawings by W.H. Bartlett (London: George Virtue, 1838).

What is clear, from this curious object as from the wider practices of shrine visitation, veneration of
Muh. ammad, and so forth, is the continuing dynamism of Ottoman Islamic devotional culture and the
often unexpected connectivities of the global early modern world at levels beyond the merely economic
and political. This interconnectivty and dynamism might help to make sense of some of the changes to
Ottoman devotional culture, which we have descried here but have not really explained in causative
terms: The increased centrality of the visual and imaginative, I have suggested, owed something to
other popular ‘technics’ of devotion, though pointing to such parallel developments only goes so far.
A truly satisfying explanation would need to put the developments in devotional culture, domestic,
communal, and everywhere in between, in sustained contact with histories of other developments
in Ottoman cultural and social life. That the imagery of the Dalā’il and associated texts (and those
of non-Muslims) was shaped by artistic and imaginative trends of the Ottoman Baroque is quite
likely (Rüstem 2019), but a more precise locating of devotional culture within such wider eighteenth
century trends would repay further investigation. Indeed, our exploration of the intersections of

30 Compare also models of the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, and one of the Church of the Nativity, made by seventeenth-
and eighteenth-century Ottoman Syrian or Palestinian craftsmen: British Museum 1983,0107.1, OA.10338, OA.10339, and
SLMisc.151.
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the domestic and the devotional in the early modern Ottoman world has only begun to address the
many possibilities—much material remains to be examined, and other routes to be followed, with the
promise of uncovering integral, if often overlooked, aspects of everyday life for Ottoman believers and
the spaces they shaped and inhabited.
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Appendix A

An Excerpt from the Dalā’il al-khayrāt:

’O God, I believe in Muh. ammad though I do not see him, so do not forbid me the sight
of him in the Garden! And grant me provision with his companionship, place me in his
religious community, give me to drink a fresh, quenching, healthgiving drink form his Basin,
no thirsting ever afterwards. Verily you are powerful over everything! O God, cause the
spirit of Muh. ammad to impart to me life and peace! O God, as I believe in him though I do
not see him, so do not forbid me the sight of him in the Garden! O God, accept the great
intercession of Muh. ammad, and elevate his exalted degree, and fulfill his request in the
Other World—he is the foremost—as you fulfilled for Abraham and Moses. O God, blessings
upon Muh. ammad and the Family of Muh. ammad, as you blessed Abraham and the family of
Abraham, and blessing upon Muh. ammad and the family of Muh. ammad, as you blessed
Abraham and the family of Abraham. You are praiseworthy and effecious!’

(Dalā’il al-khayrāt wa-shawāriq al-anwār fı̄ dhikr al-s.alāh ’alá al-Nabı̄ al-mukhtār, al-Jazūlı̄ 1863,
pp. 45–46)
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Abstract: Devotions in the Ancient Way of Offices was first published as a Catholic primer for worship
between intimates, then reformed for individual Protestant worship, and then reformed again for
Protestant worship between intimates. Each adaptation engages the so-called “ancient” quality of its
offices, primarily medieval, as authorization for the kinds of domestic worship it promotes. I examine
how the author and adapters of the text authorize their creative and adaptive devotional texts through
a nostalgic interpretation of medieval worship practices as uniquely representative of the worship
practices of the early church. While confessional debates had polarized discussions about the lineage
of the church, this text represents a trend in seventeenth-century Protestant devotional primers
attempting to reconcile spiritual divisions by re-introducing Protestant believers to pre-Reformation
practices of domestic devotion.

Keywords: medieval; breviary; devotion; recusant; nonjuror; schismatic; women; early modern;
restoration

The Protestant response to the Catholic John Austin’s popular Devotions in the Ancient Way
of Offices first published in 1668 and adapted for Protestant worship in 1686 and 1700, highlights
the continuing import of “ancient,” i.e., medieval, devotional methods in the seventeenth century.1

Austin’s text creatively adapts the so-called “ancient way of offices” from the Catholic breviary for a
seventeenth-century recusant community, but the model that his text provides for structured worship
between intimates held much broader appeal. The text was popular across confessional boundaries and
was republished in four more editions before Theophilus Dorrington took it upon himself to reform
the text for Protestant worshippers in 1686. Dorrington drastically simplified the offices and published
his devotional text as Reform’d Devotions. Dorrington’s adaptation was popular, but some objected to
his redaction of the interpersonal emphasis of Austin’s liturgy. In 1700, Susanna Hopton, with the aid
of her editor George Hickes, brought a second reformation of Austin’s Devotions to print. Hopton’s
Devotions in the Ancient Way of Offices returned the text to a near original state by retaining Austin’s
method and removing only the most blatant references to Catholic beliefs. Hopton’s reformation was
even more popular than its predecessor.

Hickes authorizes Hopton’s adaptation by defending the observance of devotional offices as “an
ancient practice of Devotion, which was in use among the Jews and the Primitive Christians, among
whom the distinction of Hours for Prayer was not the effect of Superstition, but a rational Institution,
in which they agreed as it were by common Inspiration, as the best means of advancing Piety, and
Devotion” (Hopton 1700, p. A8v). Hickes makes this defense of the liturgy’s ancient history because
Dorrington, the text’s previous reformer, had removed the liturgical elements of Austin’s offices after
declaring them to be a Romish innovation that counteracted true devotion. Dorrington’s text sought to
draw out only the “Sence with what those Rules suggested to be truth” (Dorrington 1686, p. A6v) by

1 (Austin 1668), (Dorrington 1686), (Hopton 1700).
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appealing to “the directions of the Holy Scripture, and the Articles of our Church which are drawn
from thence, according to the usual Interpretation made of it by the most pure and primitive Ages of
Christianity” (p. A6r). Dorrington believed only the sense of devotion communicated by Austin’s text
to be inherited from an ancient and True Christianity and rejected almost all other aspects of Austin’s
text. Ironically, both adaptations claim the authority of ancient and primitive forms of worship as the
grounds for their adaptive process but with opposing results. Dorrington rejects the adaptation of
pre-Reformation devotional practices for Protestant worship as an attempt to fracture the authority of
the established church’s weekly worship, but Hickes embraces communal devotion as ideally suited to
re-unify an English church split by schism.

Hickes and Dorrington’s disagreement over the “ancient” and “primitive” qualities of the faith
promoted in the adaptations is a continuation of the argument incited by Austin naming his adaption of
the catholic breviary method an “ancient way.” The character of the “True,” “primitive,” or “apostolic”
church and its practices were at the heart of disagreements between the Roman and English churches
in the early modern period. The early church was understood to be the purest manifestation of the
True Church on earth and the Roman church had been believed to be the sole heir of that tradition
until the Protestant Reformation. Austin’s references to ancient traditions signal an attempt to separate
the practice of medieval devotional methods from the stigma of late Catholicism by reconnecting the
breviary genre to the ancient church. By naming the observance of devotional offices an “ancient”
method, Austin advanced the view that pre-Reformation devotional genres and the communities
they fostered were an authoritative expression of universal Christian worship. In the second edition
of Austin’s Devotions in the Ancient Way of Offices, Austin’s friend, John Sergeant, also a well-known
advocate for the English recusant community, suggests that Devotions was popular because its ancient
method was universally accessible to all believers (Austin 1672). These men attempt to build consensus
between Roman Catholic believers and their Protestant adversaries by appealing to a like-minded
desire for communities of faith.

Austin’s Devotions in the Ancient Way of Offices, its adaptations, and the paratextual links made
between them demonstrate an attempt to parse the spiritual heritage of the early church in the
devotional practices of the Roman Church for a Protestant audience. The authorization of Devotions in
the Ancient Way of Offices for Protestant worship hinges on a discussion of the extent to which medieval
faith communities are uniquely representative of a universal Christian church as instituted by the
apostles. Dorrington, a strong advocate for the established church, considered the kinds of alternate
faith communities supported by Austin to be a threat to the authority of the established church. His
adaptation of Austin’s “ancient way,” Reform’d Devotions, removes all trace of the communitarianism
of Austin’s liturgy in favor of emphasizing the individual’s responsibility to reinforce their attachment
to the universal (read, established) church through the performance of set prayers and meditations
in private. Dorrington vehemently rejects what he believes to be the blatant Catholicism of Austin’s
method and believes it utterly separable from its universal “Sence” (Dorrington 1686, p. A6v).

Hickes and Hopton were Protestant like Dorrington but they were also non-jurors who embraced
Austin’s model for worship between intimates as a means to encourage dissident communities of faith.2

Hopton had converted to Catholicism during the interregnum but returned to the church of England
in the early 1660s after becoming thoroughly versed in the controversial writings of both Catholics and
Protestants. In contrast to Dorrington’s adaptation, Hopton’s Devotions in the Ancient Way of Offices
returns the text to its liturgical roots by restoring its offices to near original state. Her meticulous
reformation of Austin’s text illustrates her esteem for his method, but her multiple conversions also
highlight her vested interest in reconciling with the Church of England’s Roman past. She attempts to
harmonize her Protestant beliefs with an affinity for pre-Reformation methods by emphasizing an

2 Non-juring clergy were relieved of their livings when they refused to swear the oath to William III and Mary II after James II
and VII was deposed, but they often continued to serve independent congregations in the belief that they had been ordained
by God.
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alternate history of medieval devotional techniques in which the Roman church is the faulty purveyor
of those traditions, not their origin. In doing so, she finds comfort and support for the marginalized faith
community of which she is a part. Hickes and Hopton, both staunchly anti-Catholic, become unlikely
promoters of pre-Reformation devotional practices out of an affinity for the intimate communities of
faith which those practices promote.

While scholarship has often focused on how confessional debates over the lineage of the church
fractured its unity, this study explores how the adaptation of the Roman breviary for seventeenth-century
worship attempted to reunite the body of Christ by reintroducing believers to pre-Reformation modes
of worship. I examine the descriptions of the church’s “ancient” and “primitive” character in the works
of Austin and his editor, John Sergeant; in Austin’s adaptions by Theophilus Dorrington and Susanna
Hopton; and in the preface by Hopton’s editor, George Hickes, in order to explore how appeals to
the authority of the ancient church express which kinds of communities of worship are believed to be
good and valid. In this debate over the “ancient” quality of the offices, sides are not drawn according
to one’s affiliation with the Protestant or Catholic church, but by one’s reverence for or aversion to the
established church.

John Austin converted to Catholicism some time before 1640 and soon after began agitating for
religious toleration (Blom and Blom 2004). In his Christian Moderator series, Austin poses as a member
of the Anglican Church considering whether Independents ought to be granted freedom of worship.
As if by surprise, the author discovers that his arguments in favor of freedom of conscience can also be
extended to Catholics. Warming up to his argument, the speaker wonders “who live more peaceably
with their neighbours . . . who deal more justly with all men, then they? Who are more constant in their
Religion, and more scrupulous in the observances of their Law, then they? Who suffer for their Faith
more then they; nay at this time, who besides them?” (Austin 1651, p. 8). He concludes that those who
have suffered so much in quiet humility should be allowed to conduct their faith in peace. Austin’s
Devotions in the Ancient Way of Offices seeks to nurture the faith of a recusant community more directly.
The impact of Austin’s Counter-Reformation context can be seen in how his text defends the usefulness
of the Roman church’s ancient heritage by making it new again for contemporary believers. On the
one hand, the text conserves the monastic tradition by following the example of the daily office quite
closely. The text, over 500 pages in length, provides Matins, Lauds, Vespers, and Compline for each
day of the week, as well as for various festivals. Each service is made up of versicles and responses,
Bible readings, and metrical hymns, prayers, and psalms; but, as Alison Shell discusses in her chapters
“Intimate Worship: John Austin’s Devotions in the Ancient Way of Offices” (Shell 2012) and “Seraphic
Discourse, Mystical Bodies” (Shell 2015), Austin’s use of scripture is distinctly creative. Many of
Austin’s psalms were “original psalms,” in which passages from the Psalms or other areas of scripture
intermingle with original reflections (Shell 2015). Austin’s original psalms are especially notable for
the way that they encourage believers reciting them to a heightened awareness of the performativity of
their worship. Summarizing the scholarship of Philip H. Pfatteicher, one of the few scholars to study
Austin directly, Shell highlights the impact of the formal structure of Austin’s original psalms: “the
psalms direct the congregation to recite a biblical text, then articulate the orthodox response to it, and
finally adjure the reader to mean what they have just said” (Shell 2015, p. 223).3 In this way, Austin’s
text reveals him to be uniquely aware of the weaknesses of liturgy and guarded against accusations
that set forms of worship lend themselves to mindless repetition (Shell 2012, p. 260).

Devotions in the Ancient Way of Offices provides a fascinating reinterpretation of Catholic liturgy
given that, only a century before, John Christopherson, Catholic dean of Norwich, had objected to
communal liturgy in the vernacular because it made believers negligent in their prayers.4 In contrast
to this earlier renunciation of communal liturgy, Austin reworks the traditions of the monastic offices

3 See also (Pfatteicher 1968).
4 See “Common Prayer” in (Targoff 2001).
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to nurture the underground communities of Catholic believers through communal worship. The first
edition of Devotions in the Ancient Way of Offices opens immediately with “Directions,” which provides
a template for worship between two believers. Austin writes,

When one says his pray’rs alone, the circumstances are free to be govern’d by his own
devotion. But if two say together ‘tis convenient they agree on some rules: for which purpose
the following are propos’d; yet so as to be alter’d by their own discretion as they please.”.
(b1r)

He provides ample allowance for believers to contemplate their relationship with God privately by
punctuating the directions with the admonition “secretly” or “thus far secretly,” but he also discusses
the execution of responsive readings and hymn singing. Shell suggests that the directions might
have also served to re-educate Catholic believers whose worship was “of necessity, undertaken at
a distance from mainstream Catholic tradition” (“Intimate” 269). Austin’s “Directions” reveal that
much of the focus of his liturgy is on making do. His instructions encourage believers to conduct the
liturgy according to their discretion within their private Oratory or some other private or semi-private
space and using a liturgy conducted primarily in English. Shell suggests that this form of worship
hinges on an understanding of paradoxical spiritual intimacy—“a quasi-monastic ideal which also,
pragmatically, made the most of small congregations” (“Intimate” 271). By developing worship
practices that supported the development of spiritual intimacy, Austin relies on the timeless qualities
of the medieval tradition reworked within a period of persecution to bind together a new generation
of faithful believers.

The relevance of Austin’s approach was demonstrated by its widespread popularity. A preface to
the second edition of Austin’s Devotions in the Ancient Way of Offices, written by John Sergeant, reveals
that the text had circulated in manuscript for several years before Austin was forced to bring it to press
to avoid an adulterated copy going public first. In his preface, Sergeant describes the widespread
appeal of the text:

’Tis a Book which Catholiks use with great Devotion and Benefit. The moderate Protestant
will find nothing in it he can with reason dislike, nor the passionate Zealot which he can
justly traduce. ‘Tis the most Substantial part of Divinity render’d usefully Practical. ‘Tis the
ripe Production of an aredently enflam’d Will exprest by an excellently clear Understanding;
yet so, that only the Heart seems to speak and not the Brain. In a word, ‘tis the Best Matter
deliver’d in the Best Manner. (Austin 1672, p. A2v)

Sergeant’s preface makes clear that the text’s popularity is not faddish, but longstanding, and
well-founded on the quality of its author’s devotion, and he highlights the ecumenicism of Austin’s
devotions as an illustration of its quality. He affirms the possibility of an ancient, universal, Christian
experience to promote Catholic devotional practices among Protestant readers.

Sergeant is not just paying lip service to the text’s reputation: Devotions in the Ancient Way of
Offices was reprinted again in 1684 and 1685 before being reformed by Dorrington and Hopton (among
others) whose adaptations of the text also enjoyed significant popularity (Blom 1982; Smith 2010).
Later adapters also maintained respect for the devotion that inspired the original work. George
Hickes describes Austin as “the divine Author (so I cannot help but call him)” (Hopton 1700, p. A3r)
and develops a significant case in defense of the sincerity of Roman Catholic believers’ devotion
inspired by Austin’s devotion. Despite Sergeant’s assurances, the recurrence of reformed editions
of Devotions in the Ancient Way of Offices makes clear that Austin’s Catholicism stained the book’s
reception among Protestant believers. In the preface to the 1686 reformation of the text, Dorrington
argues, “I am justified in the reforming of this Book, and purging out those fore-mention’d Doctrines,
by the Authority of our Nation, which did, for the sake of them, a few years ago condemn the Book
to a publick burning” (Dorrington 1686, p. A7r). The burning of the book demonstrates that not all
Protestants were convinced of its ecumenicism. At least some, including Dorrington, saw Austin’s
liturgy as a continuing threat to English Protestantism.
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Like Austin, Dorrington authorizes his edition according to ancient practices but flips the ancient
and innovative associations of its devotion and liturgy. Dorrington rejects the suggestion that Devotions
in the Ancient Way of Offices employs an ancient mode, baldly describing it as “a Book of Devotions
dispos’d into the Form and Method of the Roman Breviary” (p. A6r). The problem with the breviary,
Dorrington explains, is that it emulates the bewildering mix of old and new doctrines of its church.
Describing Austin’s text, he writes “therein were the Truths of Christian Religion frequently mixed, as
in the Belief of that Church, with those erroneous Doctrines which in latter Ages have been added to
Christianity” (p. A6r). Dorrington remedies the breviary’s misappropriation of Truth by retaining
only those foundational truths that are indisputably Christian. Dorrington qualifies these truths as
those which follow “the directions of Holy Scripture, and the Articles of our Church which are drawn
from thence, according to the usual Interpretation made of it by the most pure and primitive Ages of
Christianity” (p. A6v). Dorrington’s repeated contrast of Roman “form and method” with the Truth
of the “primitive Ages of Christianity” and the “truly ancient and Apostolick Church” illustrate his
conception of the individual devotion of post-Reformation English believers as radically at odds with
the corrupted liturgies of the Roman church. For him, medieval church practices like the observance of
hours and monastic-like antiphonal readings are Roman innovations that are necessarily separable
from the universal Christian devotion of the apostolic tradition, because the universal Christian
experience instituted by the early church is a matter of one’s heart and mind, not a particular set
of practices. This reasoning is apparent in his defense of Reform’d Devotions’s ecumenicism as even
more universal than the original’s. He argues that, “the leaving out those principles renders the book
more generally useful, since now it is become so to those of our Church, while they will meet with
nothing in it, but what they can assent to: And it may still, if they please, be useful to those of the
other Communion, since the peculiar principles, which they have receiv’d are onely left out, and the
remaining matter is what all sober Christians may agree in” (p. A9v). Disagreeing with Sergeant, who
argued that even the most “passionate Zealot” can disagree with the universal appeal of “Best Matter
deliver’d in the Best Manner,” Dorrington finds both the matter and manner of Austin’s breviary to be
problematically Catholic.

Dorrington acknowledges that some might question the possibility of separating universal
Christian principles from the Catholic form of Austin’s breviary. To them, he responds,

It were a mistake therefore to imagine, that we must needs be beholden to any peculiar or
distinct principles, not held by the truly ancient and Apostolick Church, for such a production
as this. I think it may appear by the following book, that those principles are not necessary
as a Foundation, nor any ways advantageous to the superstructure. (p. A10r)

Dorrington contracts the four offices of matins, lauds, vespers, and compline into two, an office for the
morning and one for the evening. He also excises a number of the liturgical elements like the versicles,
antiphon, and other responsories. Instead, Dorrington’s offices consist of three meditations each,
interspersed with hymns and petitions. But even though Dorrington objects to Devotions in the Ancient
Way of Offices’s use of the offices, he does not deny its stylistic appeal. Dorrington explains that he was
motivated to preserve the text because “there was a great deal of it very good Sence, and that comps’d
in a very devout strain, and an ingenious style, and mixt with several curious Hymns” (p. A7r); but,
ironically, the few elements which he preserves unadulterated from Austin’s text, such as Austin’s
original hymns are, objectively, the most innovative. Shell remarks that “for much of Elizabeth I’s reign
it was, in practice, easier for an English writer to write secular verse than the wrong kind of religious
verse” (Shell 2012, p. 265).5 There is some evidence of hymn writing by earlier seventeenth-century
writers, but the evidence also suggests that their use was still limited to private singing. Austin’s
hymns, based on scripture but written in a “highly allusive style” (Shell 2012, p. 266) and written for

5 See also (Shell 1999).
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communal worship, were groundbreaking; but while Dorrington finds the affect of Austin’s hymns
irresistible, he again resists the hymns’ communalism by constraining the use of them to private
worship. The result is a text that emphasizes scriptural reading and individual meditation rather
than responsive recitation of scripture and communal worship. Describing “Directions in the Use of
it,” Dorrington emphasizes meditation as the best means to affect devotion. He argues, “To revolve,
and over and over consider, and reflect upon some divine Truths, that they may make impression on
their minds, and raise them suitable Affections: This tends to make the temper of the mind, and the
course of a Mans life conformable to Truth, which is the end every man should aim at in his private
Devotions” (pp. A10r–A10v). For Dorrington, communal liturgy distracts believers from the real
work of individually conforming one’s heart to divine truth. Dorrington’s message was well received.
Alongside a fifth edition of Austin’s Devotions in the Ancient Way of Offices in 1687, Dorrington’s Reform’d
Devotions enjoyed five editions in the fourteen years between its first publication and 1700, proving
that its simplicity held appeal.

However, the second reformation of Austin’s Devotions in the Ancient Way of Offices indicates that
Dorrington’s rejection of communal worship was not as universally acceptable as he had assumed it
would be. Dorrington had concluded the justification of his text with the pronouncement, “I thought
it was worthy of a Reformation, and as well too good to be thrown away whole, as too bad to be
used whole” (p. A7r), but the criticism of his text that appears in George Hickes’s preface to Susanna
Hopton’s edition of Devotions in the Ancient Way of Offices suggests that Dorrington had underestimated
the appeal of the medieval methodologies he rejected. Hickes tells of devout readers who,

chose to mark with their Pencils, whatever was amiss in the unreform’d Devotions, that they
might use them for their own private Benefit in the Author’s own Method, rather than in
that of Mr. Dorrington, which in their judgement was not so enflaming, nor fitted for the
great and delightful Benefit of mutual and alternate Devotions, for which the divine Author
(so I cannot but call him) seemed principally to contrive his Book, though it is no less fit for
solitary Devotions, than that of Mr. Dorrington is.

(Hopton 1700, p. A3r)

Where Dorrington had concluded that the communal worship practices of Austin’s text were too closely
related to Roman Catholic practices and therefore suspect, Hickes champions Catholic adaptation
of the ancient practice of set hours of devotion as the fruit of some piety in the Roman church (p.
A12r). Hickes counters the concern that set hours of devotion promote superstitious recital of psalms,
prayers or hymns by highlighting the ancient wisdom motivating its practice. He argues that he
recommends the use of set hours of devotion “to restore the ancient practice of Devotion, which
was in use among the Jews and the Primitive Christians, among whom the distinction of Hours for
Prayer was not the effect of Superstition, but a rational Institution, in which they agreed as it were by
common Inspiration, as the best means of advancing Piety, and Devotion” (p. A8v). He defends choral
response or alternate reading of scripture and the antiphons on the same grounds, pointing out that
choral response is preferred by the Reformers as well as Austin, according to the tradition of the early
church and scripture. He writes, “The Primitive Church had them both from the Synagogue; and there
are many Examples of both to be found in the Book of Psalms” (p. A10v). Building upon Austin’s
discussion of the ancient character of the offices, Hickes returns pre-Reformation devotional practices
to Protestant worship by reconstructing them as a rational early Christian institution crafted upon the
foundation of scripture.

Austin’s counter-Reformation tactics also held appeal for Hickes. In the twenty-first century,
Hickes is known as one of the foremost Anglo-Saxon scholars of the early modern period, but he was
also a deprived bishop and a prominent non-juror who came to see himself as primarily responsible
for the last remnant of the true apostolic church. Though he claimed his linguistic research was
bipartisan, his biographer suggests Hickes makes a political statement when he includes a Saxon
coronation oath as historical evidence of divinely ordained kingship. Theodor Harmsen argues that
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such a claim would have “invalidated, in his view, Whig historians’ arguments about the ‘original
contract’ between the king and his people as a basis of good government, a contract which justified
resistance (or even active rebellion) if a king proved a tyrant” (Harmsen 2004). Hickes faced increasing
persecution for his political outspokenness in the latter half of his life and, as he became increasingly
marginalized, he became more enamored with devotional practices that promoted intimate worship
between like-minded believers. He says as much when he praises the “Heaven-like Fellowship of
alternate Devotion, to so much advantage as to Religious Societies, of whose Rise and Progress the
World hath lately had an Account, by the Reverend Mr. Woodward, Minister of Poplar” (Hopton 1700,
p. A4r). Josiah Woodward had published An Account of the Rise and Progress of the Religious Societies
in the City of London in which he catalogues a number of societies dedicated to the reformation of
manners in restoration London (Woodward 1697; Spurr 2004). As in the recusant communities, the
fostering of devotionality within these societies became a form of spiritual problem solving, in which
communal liturgy helped to retrain believers who may have become separated from official forms of
church governance. For Hickes, the restoration of social worship represented a return to the “best and
purest Ages of Christianity;” but alternate worship also resembled “the Worship and Devotions of the
great Choire of Saints and Angels in the Church Triumphant, that most glorious Jerusalem, which is
above” (p. A3r). In this context, the adaptation of pre-Reformation devotional practices takes on an
apocalyptic aura that promised to reinvigorate the English church’s failed reformation and usher in a
new age of devout worship.

Despite Hickes’s investment in the promises held in trust by Devotions in the Ancient Way of Offices’s
mode of worship, he did not reform the text himself. Devotions in the Ancient Way of Offices was adapted
by his friend and sometimes patron, Susanna Hopton. Hickes does not name the text’s reformer in the
first edition of the book, but does describe her as having “a mighty genius for Divinity; and though
never bred in Scholastick Education, yet by Conversation with learned Clergy-Men and reading the
best Divinity Books hath attained to a Skill in the Sacred Science, not much inferior to that of the best
Divines” (Hopton 1700, p. a4r). Throughout his description, Hickes refers to the reformer as “one
who,” an awkward construct which becomes more understandable once, years after the publication
of Hopton’s Devotions in the Ancient Way of Offices, he finally reveals “the reformer” to be a woman.
Hickes reveals Hopton’s identity in a letter that he appends to A Second Collection of Controversial Letters
Relating to the Church of England, and the Church of Rome (Hopton 1710). In the introduction to the letter
“written by a Gentlewoman of Quality to a Romish Priest upon her Return from the Church of Rome to
the Church of England,” Hickes reveals that the author who penned this letter had just passed away
and in doing so released him to publish both her letter and her identity as the second reformer of
Devotions in the Ancient Way of Offices.

In addition to revealing her identity as Devotion’s second reformer, Hopton’s letter also provides
insight into her approach to the reforming of the Catholic text in the defense of double-conversion
which she pens to her former confessor. Hopton had converted to Catholicism some time after the
outbreak of the civil wars but became disillusioned and returned to the church of England around
1660. Soon after her conversion, she wrote a letter to her former confessor defending her return to the
church of England. In her letter, Hopton harmonizes her second conversion with her first by describing
the second as the completion of a sanctifying process initiated by her engagement with Rome but
perfected by her return to Protestantism. Francis Dolan’s research has demonstrated that women faced
significant risk when converting to Catholicism (Dolan 1999). Conversion made her vulnerable to
accusations of inconstancy and spiritual promiscuity. A second conversion enhanced the potency of
these accusations. These accusations must have been on Hopton’s mind when she urges her reader to
not “impute my Change to the inconstancy of my Sex” (Hopton 1710, p. 119). In order to prove her
constancy, she argues that she, too, has the “highest degree” (p. 119) of contempt for inconstancy and
she combats her liability by reinterpreting her first conversion as a misdirection of her commitment to
an “ancient Catholick and Apostolick Truth” (p. 119). She argues that she became waylaid because, in
a period of “Mists and Clouds of Error” (p. 119), her former confessor took advantage of “the Eclipse
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of the Church of England, and my own Youth; which was too weak to discern her as she is now, and
then really was in her self” (p. 119) and he convinced her of the more catholic qualities of the Roman
church. She writes,

There you made me believe I should find Unity without Division, Light for Darkness; Truth,
even the ancient Catholick and Apostolick Truth, instead of Errors; Certainty and Satisfaction
instead of Uncertainty and Doubts; and wholesome Food instead of Poison. And encouraged
with these assurances, I entred in the simplicity of my Heart, into the Field of your Church,
in which you persuaded me to expect nothing but pure Wheat without Tares. (p. 120)

Hopton’s letter highlights, again, the weight attached to the apostolic tradition within discussions
about the validity of the Roman and English churches. An examination of Turberville’s controversial
works makes it clear that he turned her desire for a connection with the ancient church against her.
In the subtitle of Turberville’s A Manual of Controversies which he dedicates to Hopton, he promises
to demonstrate “the Truth of Catholique Religion, By Texts of holy Scripture, Councils of all Ages,
Fathers of the first 500 years, Common Sense and reason” (Turberville 1654). The frontispiece also
quotes Deuteronomy 32:7, admonishing “Remember the Old days, think upon every Generation: Ask
thy Father, and he will declare to thee; thy Elders, and they will tell thee.” Turberville clearly appeals
to the ancient qualities of the Roman tradition to defend his religion and deploys its significance in
his proselytizing.

Unfortunately, upon conversion, Hopton finds herself “greatly disappointed” (Hopton 1710, p.
120). She admonishes Turberville, “I have found Plenty, great Plenty of Tares there, which grow so
thick, that in truth they almost choak the good Seed of God’s most holy Word” (p. 120). Motivated
by her constant commitment to apostolic truth, she eventually rejects the present Roman church as a
misbegotten iteration of the universal church based on its failure to deliver on the promises of ancient
Catholicism. She argues,

I have done what I could to find out the Doctrines and Practice of the ancient Catholick
Church, and have followed her Guidance in understanding the Scriptures, which I believe to
contain all Verities necessary for Salvation. And I here declare, and profess that I believe all
that the Universal Church taught and believed as Matters of Faith for the first Five Hundred
Years; and particularly I believe all that is in the Confession of Faith made by Pope Gregory
the First, in which I can find none of the Twelve new Articles that are in the Creed of Pope
Pius IV. But I find that the present Church of Rome doth not agree with the Universal Church
of God for the first Five or Six Hundred Years. She hath not Antiquity, Universality, and
Succession of her side, nor can I believe her to be the Catholick Church. (p. 126)

Hopton’s response addresses the highlights of Turberville’s Manual point by point, negating its
adherence to scripture, then the councils and the fathers of the first five or six hundred years, and all
with a clear and reasonable tone. Her letter suggests that in returning to the church of England she has
become even more catholic than when she was affiliated with the church of Rome because, now, she
has truly aligned herself with the apostolic church, instead of its pretender.

And yet, she must still also account for the many years that she belonged to the Roman faith.
Hopton reconciles those convictions to her present spiritual state through an examination of the parable
of the weeds. In several of his parables, Jesus figures the gospel as a seed that must be sown in the
hearts of believers. True believers are encouraged to demonstrate the flourishing of the seed of the
gospel in their hearts through demonstrations of thankfulness that produce the attributes of the fruit of
the Spirit: love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, and self-control. Jesus contrasts
the fruitfulness of those who receive the gospel with the infertility of the unfaithful. In the parable of
the weeds, Jesus describes a man who sows his fields with good seed. Then, while he sleeps, his enemy
sows weeds among the fields. When the servants discover the treachery, they ask their master if they
should tear out the weeds but the master declines saying, “Nay, lest while ye go about to gather the
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tares, ye pluck up also with them the wheat” (Matt. 13:29 (KJV)). Instead, he instructs them to allow
both to grow until harvest when the instruction will finally be given to the reapers “Gather ye first
the tares, and bind them in sheaves to burn them: but gather the wheat into my barn” (Matt. 13:30).
During the Reformation, this parable becomes crucial to discussions about the character of the true
church: each church insisted that the others were the weeds and worthy to be burned; yet, the parable
also confirmed that until the final day of reckoning, the weeds and wheat were intermingled and might
be indistinguishable from each other, providing the theoretical justification for considered borrowing
between traditions. Hopton applies this justification to her heart: as a passive actor, it is not culpable
for the sewing of the weeds, and she is commended for waiting a period of time in order to be able to
test between the fruit of the weeds and the wheat. By describing her conversion in terms of a field sewn
with weeds and wheat, one that is growing and being harvested, and replanted, Hopton reimagines
the process of conversion not as a dramatic change, but as a kind of adaptation and renewal.

We can see this methodology at work in her approach to carefully adapting the Catholic Devotions
in the Ancient Way of Offices. The Wren Library at Trinity College, Cambridge UK holds a copy of
Austin’s Devotions (classmark C.20.33) signed “Susanna Hopton her book.” The text is extensively
annotated with underlining and marginal comments, as well as square brackets and marginal crosses
marking doctrinally-suspect material. Julia Smith suggests that the annotations were made initially
for Hopton’s private use as they do not always correspond with her published revisions and the
text is not fully marked up as a copy-text; however, the latter half does contain instructions for an
amanuensis on material to be included or left out, indicating that it served to some extent in the
preparation of her text for publication.6 Hopton is very light-handed in the editing of the text, but
although she returns Austin’s voice to the edition, she does not return the text to its catholic roots.
Hopton’s letter highlights the teaching of transubstantiation as a particularly egregious error in Catholic
doctrine and her reform of Devotions in the Ancient Way of Offices reiterates that concern. In a hymn
contemplating communion’s significance during Thursday Matins, Hopton brackets two verses in
Austin’s version which reflect on its “mysterious Dictates” (Austin 1672, p. 145). She replaces the
verses that meditate on transubstantiation with ones that celebrate how “That what appears in form
but Bread, / By Consecration’s Holy made” (Hopton 1700, p. 193), but leaves the rest of the verses
as she found them. These adaptations fit her letter’s attempt to realign a formerly Roman text with
Protestant beliefs through a slight modification of the direction of its “Way.” In her letter, she defends
her constancy:

No, I humbly thank my God, my love to that hath always been constant, though I have
varyed in the Opinion of Things that I thought best secured my eternal Happiness. Heaven
was always the mark I ever aimed at; and though through mistake of the wrong for the right
Way, I have for some time gone astray, yet my Heart was ever fixed there, and in the love and
search of Truth. (Hopton 1710, p. 119)

For Hopton, the mistake of Catholicism comes in the varying of “Opinion of Things” that misdirects
one’s good love of truth. Reconciliation occurs through the appropriate redirection of the heart’s way.

That Hopton cannot believe her Catholic devotion to be at fault becomes apparent in her support for
the ancient and apostolic virtues of communal devotion. Hopton maintained an extensive network of
theological correspondence in which she advocates for the support of intimate devotional communities.
The entry for Susanna Hopton in Orlando: Women’s Writing in the British Isles from the Beginnings to the
Present describes an undated letter “sent by Mrs Hopton in her own name to her Bro[the]r Mr Geers
a Serjeant at Law,” which survives in a collection of Nonjuring letters as Bodleian MS Eng. hist. b.
2, ff. 176–80 (Brown et al. 2006). In the letter, Hopton takes Thomas Geers to task for failing to stay
loyal to the deprived nonjuring community in England. She had sent Geers a copy of John Kettlewell’s

6 See (Smith 2010).
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Of Christian Communion, to be kept on in the unity of Christs Church, and among the professors of truth
and holiness fitted for persecuted or divided or corrupt states of churches when they are either born down by
secular persecutions or broken with schisms or defiled with sinful offices and ministrations (Kettlewell 1693)
which discusses the responsibilities of the adherents of the true church to preserve the true church by
continuing to worship together rather than participating in schismatic worship. Kettlewell defends
his use of apostolic precedent to support his arguments, suggesting, “For we all know, that our Holy
Religion doth not begin with us, and that we are not the First Christians, but only their Successors,
and that too at a great Distance. We all profess to be their Followers, and should think we have best
provided for our own Safety, when we have taken the Way to be found in their Company” (Kettlewell
1693, p. A3v). Geers disagreed with Kettlewell and Hopton, but Hopton’s continued advocacy on
behalf of the nonjuring community and the spiritual significance of their worship communities, in
addition to her reformation of a work of communal devotion, highlights her investment in domestic
worship practices as a means to sustain a remnant of the apostolic church in a time of schism.7 In this
way, she relies on pre-Reformation devotional practices to authorize a nonjuring definition of church
unity based on their presumed reconstruction of early church practices. Despite the marginality of
Hopton’s personal beliefs, her text was well received as demonstrated by its widespread use. It became
a standard component of the seventy-two-volume library dispatched to parishes by the Trustees for
Erecting Parochial Libraries between 1710 and 1713 (Smith 2010). Several of its hymns were excerpted
in collections like John Wesley’s Collection of Psalms (Blom 1982). Hopton was also valorized in several
collections of notable women in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries (Smith 2010). That her
text was so popular reinforces the authoritativeness of Austin’s adaptation of the breviary and its
interpretation of ancient faith communities and the pertinence of Hickes’s and Hopton’s introduction
of it to Protestant believers plagued by schism. Even Dorrington eventually published Family Devotions
for Sunday Evenings, in which he provides a series of sermons to be read, not as a replacement for
Sunday worship, but as an educational supplement for those invested in the “Recovery of Religion
among us” (Dorrington 1693, p. A3v).

In the twentieth century, the attribution of Hopton’s texts has come into question (Wade 1932;
Ross 2005; Smith 2009), but questions about her authorship do not negate the texts’ illumination of the
significance of medieval worship practices in seventeenth-century religious debates. These attempts
to reclaim early church faith practices through the recuperation of medieval devotional methods in
the seventeenth century illuminate another facet through which to understand how faith, politics,
and history interact in seventeenth-century confessional debates. After examining the character of
“ancient” faith in Austin’s text and its adaptations, I began to notice references to the primitive church
in many texts at the center of debates about the character of the English church. When John Cosin was
commissioned to produce an English Protestant Book of Hours to help sustain the Protestant faith
of the ladies of the Carolinian court, he compiled A Collection of Private Devotions (Cosin 1627) based
on “the practice of the ancient chvrch, called The Hovres of Prayer. As they were after this maner
published by Authoritie of Q. Eliz[abeth] . . . Taken Out of the Holy Scriptures, the Ancient Fathers,
and the diuine Seruice of our own Church.” Likewise, in an address to Charles I, Archbishop Laud
defended high church ceremonialism by arguing that the Church of England derives its authority from
her perseverance in “Church Government, as it hath beene in use in all Ages, and all Places, where
the Church of Christ hath taken any Rooting, both in, and ever since the Apostles Times” (Laud 1639,
p. *1r). In Laud’s opinion, high-church forms of governance demonstrate the church’s allegiance to
the “Ancient Catholike Faith” (p. *1r). Appeals to apostolic tradition also appear in debates between
supporters of liturgy and prayer ex tempore. Following the publication of the liturgically lukewarm
Directory for Public Worship in 16458, Jeremy Taylor, a supporter of the episcopacy, published A Discourse

7 Hickes also published several letters arguing with Geers, who he became acquainted with while Hickes hid from authorities
in Hopton’s home. See (Hickes 1716).

8 (Parliamentary Subcommittee 1645).
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concerning Prayer Ex Tempore in which he defends liturgy by describing it as an apostolic gift passed
down through the ages in order to perfect devotion through daily worship (Taylor 1646). Several
years later, in a defense of English liturgy in A Collection of Offices or Forms of Prayer in Cases Ordinary
and Extraordinary, Taylor celebrates early English reformers who, in the course of their reforming
during the reign of King Edward, “did rather retain something that needed further consideration, then
reject any thing that was certainly pious and holy” (Taylor 1657, p. A6v). He continues, “onely in
which the Church of Rome had prevaricated against the word of God, or innovated against Apostolic
tradition, all that was par’d away” (p. A7v). Taylor’s appreciation for early reformers’ light-handed
approach to removing popish invention from the liturgy suggests a perceived continuity between the
apostolic tradition and the practices of the Church of Rome. His invocations of the apostolic tradition
indicate an attempt to reclaim those practices from the Roman Catholic tradition by appealing to the
perceived timelessness of their methods. Thus, adaptations of Austin’s recusant re-introduction of
pre-Reformation devotional practices texts follow a tradition of attempting to parse the Christian
inheritance in Roman traditions, a tradition which I have only begun to touch on in this article. More
research is required. As is obvious from the tangled interactions between church and state governance
in the seventeenth century, calls for church unity were not unpolitical, but it is interesting to note that,
at least in the adaptations of Devotions in the Ancient Way of Offices, spiritual intimacy was seen as a
primary means through which to affect the ancient unity which its adapters nostalgically craved.
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Abstract: In the seventeenth century, a common saying in parts of rural Sweden when discussing
someone lacking in piety was that they went to neither church nor cross. This reflects the practice
of placing shrines in the fields, along the roads and in the woods as a communal semi-domestic
complement to official church space. In the remote woodland areas of Sweden, the distance between
parish churches could be considerable, and many parishioners were not able to attend church on a
regular, weekly basis. At these sites, parishioners could kneel and make their prayers as a complement
to church service. However, they could also be used as points of contact in communicating domestic
issues with the divine, with votives being left at the shrines by those hoping for deliverance from
disease and difficult childbirths. In the post-reformation period, such sites were regarded with
suspicion by the higher ranks of the clergy, and were often considered “idolatrous” and “superstitious”.
Yet, they seem to have filled an important religious need among their laity that made it possible to
interact with the divine on sites bordering the domestic and the public space of the church.

Keywords: sacred space; materiality; popular piety; lived religion; Lutheranism

1. Introduction

[ . . . ] In Pelarne parish, fourteen or fifteen years ago, there was a large wooden cross on the
lands of Hult, along the road to Fastnefall, now downfallen; and it is said that formerly, the
old and the sick have gone there, fallen to their knees and held their worship. (Stahre 1992,
p. 184)

The statement above was written by a vicar in Småland in eastern Sweden in 1667 in a report to
the College of Antiquities. Mentions of such sites are not uncommon from early modern Sweden. The
vicar mentions that the cross was primarily used by “the old and the sick”, which implies that the cross
was a form of semi-domestic alternative or complement to regular church attendance. In many parts of
rural Sweden, the distance to one’s parish church could be considerable and roads were often in a poor
state, which limited the ability to attend service regularly–and these difficulties doubtlessly increased
for those in old age and failing health (Kuha 2015, pp. 19, 22–23). To fulfil their religious needs, the
laity could invest other sites than official church space with sacredness, sites that were convenient in
their closeness to home while still maintaining something of the otherness of the holy.

Space offers an excellent opportunity to investigate religious cultures and in recent years, scholarly
interest in spatial aspects of religious thought and practice have greatly increased (notable works
include Alexandra Walsham, ‘The Reformation of the Landscape’, 2011 (Walsham 2011); Andrew
Spicer and Will Coster (eds.), ‘Sacred Space in Early Modern Europe’, 2005 (Coster and Spicer 2005)).
In general, though, the focus of scholars has been the “grand” spaces—towns, cathedrals and Western
and Central Europe—while the rural village chapels of Eastern and Northern Europe have received
less attention. The focus of this article is on these “small” spaces: devotional sites created and
maintained by the laity in rural areas of Sweden. The study is carried out mainly through a close
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reading of seventeenth-century acts from the College of Antiquities, early modern topographical works
and visitation records. In cases where the objects of these shrines have been preserved, the objects
themselves will also be used as a source of analysis.

Most commonly, these shrines consisted of a simple wooden cross, but could also include saint’s
sculptures and small chapels. They could be found in a variety of settings: on farmland properties, in
the woods, on churchyards and crossroads. They were also often found in close proximity to holy
wells. Holy wells and healing springs are the perhaps most well-known and subsequently the most
researched example of landscape sites that bordered on domesticity. The overshadowing emphasis on
miracles and healing makes the character of the visits to holy wells somewhat different from that of
crosses, sculptures and other small shrines in the landscape, though this difference is by no means
absolute—holy wells could be visited for prayer and crosses and images could be visited for healing
as well as the reverse (Ray 2014; Christian 1989, pp. 93–97). The wells and springs themselves will,
however, not be the focus of this particular piece, though they will be discussed on occasion in relation
to the manmade shrines erected on its grounds.

In multi-religious areas, such as the Holy Roman Empire, the presence or absence of crucifixes,
shrines and images could function as a way of claiming and confessionalising landscapes and public
space (Freist 2009, pp. 214–15; Louthan 2005, pp. 286–96). This was likely not the case in early modern
Sweden, which, with the exception of the easternmost part of Finland, did not border any areas where
other faiths were commonplace. Thus, roadside shrines probably did not explicitly signal Catholicism
in the same manner as these sites did in continental Europe, which could be a reason behind the viability
of the custom of constructing and maintaining such shrines even in the post-reformation period.

The timeframe of the following study is deliberately kept elastic. This is due to the fact that
many of the sources discussing the sites in question are vague in their descriptions of when a certain
practice occurred or when an object was in place. Furthermore, even when specified, in certain cases
there might be reason to suspect that these timeframes have been modified to suit the individual
author’s purposes. This could be done as a rhetorical way of placing fairly recent practices in a distant
“pagan” past, thus emphasising the author’s perception of pre-reformation religion as non-Christian.
Timeframes could likely also be altered or kept vague for a different reason. To a vicar, admitting that
illicit practices were continuously occurring in his parish might pose a risk in calling his office into
question, and it could thus be safer to discuss questionable practices in the past tense. Geographically,
this article investigates these practices in the Kingdom of Sweden as of its borders at the end of the
seventeenth century. This included Sweden proper, as well as Finland and the provinces of Jämtland,
Scania, Härjedalen Bohuslän, Halland and Blekinge, which had been acquired from Denmark and
Norway earlier in the 1600s.

Religious traditions in the Scandinavian Middle Ages differed little from the beliefs and practices
of other parts of Northern Europe (Laugerud 2018, pp. 56–58), where we are more well-informed on
the complex web of natural and manmade access-points to the sacred that characterised the religious
landscape. Small prayer houses, crosses, sculptures and other shrines were scattered across Europe,
fulfilling a variety of religious needs—most notably penance and healing. In remote areas where
parishes were large, priests few and the churches far between, local holy sites may have been of greater
importance than regular church attendance to these communities (Walsham 2011, pp. 49–50). Because
of the general scarcity of sources from medieval Sweden, mentions of these outdoor places of worship
are few. When combined with records from other parts of Scandinavia though, a somewhat coherent
context may be sketched. For instance, a twelfth-century Icelandic homily mentions such sites, in that
it advices the faithful to hastily head to either “church or cross” in the morning, to kneel and sing the
Pater Noster. Crosses could be erected by pious laypeople or by the Church, and in the former cases
the crosses could be blessed by the local bishop. Their primal function was probably that of private
worship for local residents and travellers, especially pilgrims passing on their way to the tomb of St.
Olaf in Nidaros. Some were erected in the woods or along roads while others were placed in small
chapel-like structures (Gardell 1931, pp. 4–7). Though the medieval Church initiated, maintained and
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promoted many shrines in the landscape, some could still be met with suspicion and disapproval.
When local cults initiated by the laity could not easily be brought under clerical control, such sites were
often deemed superstitious (Walsham 2011, pp. 66–79). Such non-official sites are largely unknown in
a Scandinavian context, but considering the general shortage of preserved pre-reformation sources in
the region, there is no reason to take this as proof of the absence of such shrines in the medieval period.
There is, however, an important difference between wayside shrines in the medieval period and those in
the post-reformation era. Devotions at these sites in the middle ages were usually firmly incorporated
in the ecclesiastical sphere. They were visited on certain dates of the liturgical calendar, and sometimes
even Mass was celebrated at portable altars in conjunction with these visits (Timmermann 2012, p.
393). Post-reformation shrines, on the other hand, seem to have been kept and used exclusively by lay
believers, and as such, they bordered more heavily on the domestic than the public spheres of worship.

Officially, the Kingdom of Sweden broke its ties to the Roman Catholic Church in 1527 and adopted
Lutheran teachings. In reality though, changes in ecclesiastical law and liturgy were introduced
step-by-step throughout the sixteenth century. During the 1544 ‘riksdag’ in Västerås, several traditional
devotional practices, such as the veneration of saints, pilgrimages, masses for the dead and others,
were officially abolished (Alin and Hildebrand 1887, pp. 390–91). Among these changes, the banning
of pilgrimage was probably the factor that had the greatest consequences for wayside shrines—though
pilgrimage in various forms continued to be a part of popular religious repertoires throughout the early
modern period (Weikert 2004, p. 151; Malmstedt 2014, p. 103). In the first Lutheran church ordinance,
authored by Archbishop Laurentius Petri in 1561 (printed in 1571), Petri criticised the abundance of
places of worship, stating that “unnecessary” churches, chapels and altars, had all led to a “great abuse”
(Nordström 1872, p. 99). While generally tolerating images in the churches, the ordinance also stressed
that all “superfluous” images that were sought by “ignorant folk” were to be “taken off the road” [sv.
taghas bortt aff wäghen] (Nordström 1872, p. 101). This has sometimes been interpreted as specifically
referring to the outdoor crosses, saint’s sculptures and other shrines that were placed along the roads
(Piltz 2016, pp. 76–77, 82), but it could also be a figure of speech and thus referring to “abused” images
in general.

According to historical scholar Johannes Messenius (1579–1636), Archbishop Laurentius Petri
had himself ordered the demolition of a famous miraculous crucifix that was placed at the Well of
the Holy Cross [sv. Helga Kors Källa] in the parish of Svinnegarn (Messenius 1703, 98v). However,
apart from this story, we have very little evidence on how the process of removing such shrines played
out in practice, or how far-reaching such initiatives were in reality. As will be discussed below, many
shrines seem to have been preserved—sometimes even in locations where the local clergy surely must
have been aware of their existence, such as churchyards and in connection to chapels. For instance,
in 1707, the vicar of Särna in the province of Dalarna told the College of Antiquities that there was a
moss-grown wooden cross of about two metres of height just outside of Idre parish church. The use of
the cross was still in living memory, and parishioners had told the vicar that people previously made
their worship there, “crawling on their hands and knees” (Ståhle 1960, p. 166). That the cross was still
in place in this central location, and that it had been in use up to at least some years following the
reformation, was apparently not viewed as problematic in this context. However, as will be discussed
in the following section, attitudes towards these shrines varied.

2. Votive and Devotional Crosses

From the parish church of Liden in the province of Medelpad an unusual early 16th-century
wooden cross is preserved (Figure 1). It is painted with an image of St. Martin on one side and of
St. Margaret on the other. The cross seems to have played a role in popular religion even in the
post-reformation period, as indicated by the multitude of engravings covering its surface, consisting of
initials, house marks and the year 1641. These engravings were possibly made in order to tie oneself or
one’s household to the cross, or to that which the cross represented, and the cross was apparently used
in this manner after the reformation as well as before. In a 1776 letter to Härnösand cathedral chapter,
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the local vicar describes a nearly identical cross preserved in Liden’s annex parish Holm. Instead of St.
Martin and St. Margaret, this cross is said to have had paintings of the Virgin Mary and St. Joseph
instead. Due to the unusual design—to my knowledge, the Liden cross is the only example of such
a cross in Sweden—they seem to have been manufactured as a pair for the two churches. Another
possibility is that the vicar was actually discussing the Liden cross, and that the images of Martin
and Margaret had been reinterpreted as that of Mary and Joseph in a post-reformation context. In
an inventory from 1831 the cross is described as “an old cross with painted images of humans on
both sides, with unknown letters, that seem to be a remnant of paganism” (ATA: Holm 1831). Due
to the mention of the house marks, his statement seems to support the idea that this was in reality
the preserved Liden cross. House marks often took a runic form, and this could easily have been the
unknown “pagan” letters referred to in the inventory. There is, of course, a possibility that the Holm
cross, if a separate object, was also covered with similar marks, though this is somewhat unlikely due
to the rarity of such inscriptions on images.

 

Figure 1. Votive cross depicting St. Martin from Liden parish. Photo: Ivar Andersson, Swedish
National Heritage Board.

Regardless, the vicar continues his 1776 letter with saying that he had heard from his parishioners
that “during the Papacy”, the cross had been placed in some sort of small structure at a placed called
Korsmobacken in the woods between the Liden and Holm churches, and that it had functioned as “an
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offering stead” for those unable to walk the distance to either of the churches (HLA: Domkapitlet i
Härnösand E III:76, Holm 1776-09-11). The cross was probably manufactured in the sixteenth century,
placing this devotional custom on the “eve of the reformation”, and it is unlikely that the practice was
ended abruptly as the new teachings were introduced. Rather, that parishioners had clear memories of
how the cross had been used, even in the late eighteenth century, suggests that such customs continued
into at least the seventeenth century, as indicated by the year carved into the cross along with the
house marks. Similar statements, that project such practices to a vague “popish” or “pagan” past, are
rather common in the sources. The fact that such objects existed in the pre-reformation period calls for
little doubt; however, such statements could also have been made in order to disguise a more recent
practice, and thus to evade possible criticism and sanctions from the cathedral chapter.

Though no longer part of officially sanctioned religious practices, wayside crosses continued to
be a feature of the post-reformation landscape. Some of them, in particular memorial crosses, even
survive to this day. These memorial crosses were often said to have been raised at sites where someone
had met a violent end, in particular sites of murders and riding accidents. (Säve 1873, pp. 4–20).
Wayside crosses primarily serving a mnemonic function like these were likely never demolished in
part because they were not tied to practices that the early modern Church perceived as threatening.
Crosses used for devotional purposes are preserved to a much lesser degree because they were often
constructed out of wood rather than stone, and likely also because they were associated with religious
traditions that were frowned upon by the early modern Church. However, they certainly still existed in
many parts of the country by the seventeenth century, and sometimes as late as the nineteenth century.

In 1666, in accordance with the Gothicist movement of the Swedish empire, the crown issued a
decree for vicars and local officials to submit reports of historical monuments found in their parishes.
What actually constituted a “monument” seem to have been subject to a wide range of interpretations
and the acts submitted vary greatly in geographical distribution, length and quality (Baudou 1995,
pp. 164–68; Bringéus 1995, pp. 92–93; Zachrisson 2017, pp. 98–104). Still, these inventories, dating
between 1667 and 1693, are invaluable sources for early modern folklore and material culture, and
many wayside crosses are mentioned in these acts. For instance, in the parish of Tolg in Småland,
the vicar of the area wrote of an old wooden cross by the name of “Three Lords” or “Lord Three” [sv.
Herra Tre], that never seemed to rot (Stahre 1992, p. 153).

An expression that seems to have been commonplace in early modern Sweden as well as in the
other Scandinavian countries, when discussing someone lacking in piety was that he or she went to
“neither cross nor church”. This suggests that the practice of visiting wayside crosses for devotional
purposes had been far more common than what may be attested from preserved sources from the
medieval period (Gardell 1931, p. 7; Bø 1964, p. 183). For example, one vicar, in writing to the College
of Antiquities in 1683, tells us of the use of this expression in his parish:

Up and by the old Dalby church [ . . . ], there has been a large wooden cross, six cubits high or
long, outside of the gate of the church, and by the same cross there was a collection box. On
Sundays and holidays where there was no service in the church, some of the peasants still
went to the cross and made offerings in the box on behalf of their sick back at home. But if
someone was negligent in their worship, other peasants would reproach him, saying that he
goes to neither cross nor church, hence this expression has come in use in this area. (Ståhle
1969, p. 186)

In Funäsdalen and Hede in the province of Härjedalen, remnants of a votive crosses [sv. Offerkors]
could still be seen according to an antiquarian report from 1684, written by the vicar of the parish. At
their bases, coins placed there as offerings had been found. However, the vicar was also quick to finish
the sentence with a redeeming “—but not nowadays” (Ståhle 1960, p. 245).

The practice of not only preserving, but also raising new crosses continued well into the
post-reformation period, though it was regarded with suspicion by the clerical élite. When writing
about the customs of the province of Hälsingland in the early 18th century, local pastor and schoolmaster
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Olof Broman wrote, with what appears to be a sigh of relief, that the custom of “raising crosses in
woods, by the roads, on beaches and other places” was not as common as before (Broman 1911–1949, p.
29). These crosses were used for a kind of semi-domestic devotion, as they were somewhere in the
middle between the private and the public, between the familiar grounds of the home and the official
space of the parish church. Records from the 17th and 18th centuries show that people approached
these sites with bodily acts of reverence, such as kneeling, bowing and making the sign of the cross.
Some sources also discuss how people interacted with these crosses in the pre-reformation period. An
antiquarian report of 1668 mentions a cross placed in a pasture in Södra Åsarp parish, Västergötland,
where “the simpleminded people read their rosaries during the Papacy” (Ståhle 1969, p. 202).

In addition to the saying “neither church nor cross”, another common expression in these cases is
the verb “krypa till korset”, which literally means “crawling towards the cross” The expression has since
been incorporated into everyday modern Swedish, meaning to admit one’s fault or to “come crawling
back”, but in these cases, it was used in a more literal sense. In the acts from the College of Antiquities,
many sites figure where people claim such crosses had been used in penitential acts. In 1624, the vicar
of Viby parish in Scania1 tells of a hill called Korshøjenı [litterally “Cross-hight/hill”] where people had
previously “crawled to the cross” (Tuneld 1934, p. 166). In Tuna parish in Hälsingland, a report from
1686 states that a “votive board” [sv. Offertavla] had been placed by a crossroad, where the author uses
the same expression for the penitential acts that had previously been carried out at the site (Ståhle 1960,
p. 201). A later comment further elaborates the ordeal that sinners underwent at the cross in Tuna,
which perhaps has more to say of 18th-century anti-Catholic imagination than the actual traditions
of the medieval era. According to Olof Broman, writing in the early 18th century, the site was still
called Taveltäkten [literally “board-quarry”], because of the board shrine once placed there. The image
consisted of a cross, lined with sharp rocks at its foot, and Broman continues to tell us that:

[ . . . ] those that were guilty and to be punished, or those wanting to show their repentance,
had to crawl among these sharp stones on their bare knees, until their skin was shed and
the blood was flowing. Because of this there is an expression: ’Go to Tuna and learn your
manners!’. (Broman 1911–1949, p. 243)

The demonization of pre-reformation religious practices occasionally went so far as to, likely
deliberately, misinterpret them as pre-Christian. On a hill outside the small village of Valparbo,
Uppland, there had once been a pinewood cross, and when reporting this to the College of Antiquities
in 1672, an official described the shrine as a place where “the pagans have made their offerings and
committed their idolatrous worship”, all while maintaining that there were still men alive in the parish
that remembered the now-ruined cross (Ståhle 1960, p. 91).

In some areas, the practice of visiting wayside crosses for worship continued into the eighteenth
century. One instance is mentioned briefly in a parish description from Bottnaryd in Småland, authored
by Vicar Petrus Blidberg in 1742. The cross, which by the time of the description recently had been
removed, had stood at a place called Korsängen [litterally“Cross-Meadow”], and the peasants had
“always fallen to their knees and made the sign of the cross” before it when passing by on their way to
church (SSLB Wilskman, vol. II). As such, this cross was clearly not just a complement or alternative to
regular church attendance, but rather incorporated into weekly Sunday worship.

In 1727 Bishop Jesper Swedberg of Skara visited the parish of Broddetorp, Västergötland (GLA:
Broddetorp C:2). During the visitation he was informed that at a place called Korstorp (literally
“Cross-thorpe”), several crosses had been erected, and that “many superstitious people” went there
to leave their offerings. In this case, the offerings consisted of items of clothing, which were hung
from the crosses. The land on which the crosses stood was owned by the vicar of the parish, but was
tenured to a local farmer. This implies the crosses must have been fairly close to the tenant’s dwelling,

1 The antiquarian acts from Scania are of an earlier date than the other provinces’, since Scania was a part of Denmark up until
1658, and the Danish crown had issued an earlier antiquarian project, similar to the project launched in Sweden by 1666.

400



Religions 2019, 10, 386

since such plots of land were rarely large. It was decided that the farmer was to be ordered to remove
the crosses, in order to not let “such superstition” continue, and the vicar owning the land was to
appear before the cathedral chapter. What is especially curious about this case is that it took place
in a region that, though distinctively rural, cannot be called peripheral. Located among the fertile
plains of south-western Sweden, the parishioners of Broddetorp would have had no trouble finding a
parish church within walking distance. These shrines could apparently fill multiple functions, both
incorporated in regular worship as in the previous case, and more unofficial ones that probably served
religious needs that were not always fully catered for by the institutional Church.

The practice of bringing votives to crosses in the landscape is also documented from Finland,
(Arffman 2017, p. 259).2 Most such crosses seem to have been in communal use, but there are some
cases where they were raised and kept by a single individual or household. In relation to a 1670
visitation in Kuopio parish in Savolax, two neighbours had revealed that a farmer named Michel
Owaskainen had made a shrine for himself in the woods. There he had raised a tall cross, which he
was said to “worship”. When this came to the attention of Dean Cajanus of Kajaani, the dean decided
that Michel himself was to “cut the cross down, and ruin its foundations”, and that he was not to be
admitted to communion until he had done so. Apparently, Michel refused to cut his cross down. The
case was mentioned briefly once again during the following year’s visitation, in that the local vicar
was ordered to investigate the matter further. What came of this investigation, and whether Michel
eventually submitted to the dean or not, we do not know, since the case is not discussed in later records
(Häkli 2015, p. 201).

In 1705, the brothers Per and Christopher Åmunds in Roma parish on the island of Gotland
had raised a cross on their farm property, which was brought to light during a visitation by the
superintendent. The brothers had previously had much ill fortune with their animals, and the cross
was believed to prevent similar misfortune in the future. The superintendent declared their action as
“superstition and idolatry”, but the custom was in reality quite common on the island (Wikman 1947,
p. 111). A detailed account on such a gårdskors (litterally “farmhouse-cross”) is preserved from the
late 18th century. In the farmyard of a prosperous farmer in Källunge parish, a large crucifix of about
five metres of height was in place in the 1780s. Each morning the entire household, from master to
milkmaid, gathered by the cross. There they made their morning prayers while someone read a prayer
of confession, “or at the very least an Our Father”. The children were kneeling by a rod or board at the
foot of the cross, while the adults stood around with their hands folded, the menfolk baring their heads.
Though the cross clearly belonged to this particular household, day labourers and servants from other
farms sometimes went there with their children to pray too. When interviewed by nineteenth-century
antiquarian P.A. Säve, an old man remembered how he, as a child, would ask the mistress of the house
for bread, and that she used to chase him out of the kitchen telling him to go to the cross first, for a
reminder of who was the real provider of all good gifts (Wikman 1947, pp. 111–12).

As mentioned briefly in the introduction to this article, crosses were often raised at holy wells and
other locations that were already invested with notions of sacrality. Even though the emphasis at these
sites were the wells and springs themselves, crosses on the grounds further marked the sites’ sacred
character. Such well-side crosses are known from several Swedish holy wells, such as St. Thorsten’s
Well in Vättlösa and the Holy Cross Well [sv. Helge korss kella] in Mortorp (KoB Dahlb. III:49 Ex. I.
Stahre 1992, p. 161)]. In 1719, when discussing two springs in Torpa in Västergötland dedicated to
the Virgin Mary, topographer Nils Hufwedsson Dal mentions that next to the springs several crosses
had been “raised by those that have benefited from the water or regained their health” (Dal 1719, pp.
29–30). The practice of building a cross to show one’s gratitude is also evidenced from early modern
Denmark, as in the case of the well-known St. Helen’s Well [da. Helle Lenes Kilde] in Tibirke (Schmidt
1926, pp. 46–48). Votives in the form of clothing and human hair were sometimes left hanging from

2 Finland was, up until 1809, a part of the Kingdom of Sweden.
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these wellside crosses. In the parishes of Lyngby and Kiaby in Scania, an antiquarian report from
1624 mentions several wooden crosses erected at S. Ellenis Kilde (“St. Helen’s well”) and at Hellig
Trefolldigheds killde (“Holy Trinity Well”), where those seeking healing at the sites had hung pieces of
cloth and tufts of hair (Tuneld 1934, pp. 60, 159–60). Pieces of cloth were also hung upon the crosses
raised among the holy birches of St. Ingemo in Dala, Västergötland (Ståhle 1969, pp. 216–17), and
strands of human hair were found on the crosses surrounding S. Nicolaj kilde (St. Nicholas’ Well) in
Ödsmål, Bohuslän, as noticed by bishop Jens Nilssøn in the 1590’s (Nilssøn 1885, pp. 164–65).

3. The Illicit Chapels in Jämtland and the “Vebomark God”

Though crosses were by far the most common form of these semi-domestic places of worship,
they occasionally took other forms, such as lay-controlled small chapels and sculptures originally
acquired for use in churches, transferred to a domestic or landscape setting.

On the 18th of February in 1621, an unusual case was brought before the regional court in Offerdal,
in the province of Jämtland. Oluf Nielssen, vicar of Offerdal parish, had written to the bishop of
Nidaros demanding a case of idolatry to be prosecuted. The “idolatry” in question centred on three
“illicit chapels” in the area. When the parish church had been cleared of medieval sculptures following
the Protestant reformation, the parishioners with the help of a former church warden, had managed to
salvage some of the sculptures. The images had then been placed in three small chapels. Two of the
chapels are mentioned as being located in the woodlands, and one on the properties of a farm named
Landö. It is not clear whether these shrines were built by the laity themselves for this purpose, or if
they were abandoned chapels that had previously been kept and administered by the pre-reformation
Church. Vicar Nielssen stated in court that he, on many occasions, had ordered the peasantry to tear
these chapels down, but that they had refused and insubordinately responded that if he wanted them
gone, he would have to find someone else to do the deed.

During the trial, a man named Halvard Jonsen was brought forth, and he retold the story of how
his late wife Magdalene, “out of ignorance” had made a promise during a difficult childbirth in 1598.
If she were to be safely delivered, she vowed to give something to the image of St. Lawrence in the
Landö chapel. Her prayer was answered and when she had recovered from the birth, she proved true
to her word and walked a distance of 40 kilometres to the chapel, where she hung a neckerchief on
the image. Another witness, Simen of Landön, then appeared and confessed that his mother-in-law
Bente had chosen to leave the sculpture of St. Lawrence a part of her inheritance, likely textiles. Upon
Bente’s death, her daughter had fulfilled her mother’s wish and “carried it there and hung it on the
aforementioned image”.

The second of the three chapels was called Korset (The Cross). According to a witness who had
apparently functioned as an unofficial church warden for this chapel, the means gathered from the
offerings had been used to renovate or expand the chapel—which suggest that in addition to everyday
objects, money was also donated. On the Korset chapel, the peasantry had pleaded with vicar Nielssen
that they needed to keep it to “make their prayers in” (no. thill Att Bede dieris böner Udj), to which
the vicar simply had responded with a laconic “no”. The trial was concluded with the burning of
the “clothed” images, that had apparently been brought along to court, and the men of the parish
were ordered do demolish the chapels themselves. Those still alive that were guilty of practicing
superstition in any of the chapels were to stand kyrkoplikt—a form of public humiliation punishment
in which the offender would publicly confess their sin in church before the entire parish (Hasselberg
1933, pp. 18–20). These chapels were clearly outside the control of the institutional Church, and were
kept and maintained solely by the laity. All named persons stated to have made offerings at the chapels,
were conveniently already dead by the time of the trial, which probably reflects the parishioners’
unwillingness to betray their neighbours more than anything else. The fact that the images had been
hung with items of clothing seems to have been an aggravating aspect in the case, with the court record
mentioning in on several occasions.
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Whether some of the wayside crosses discussed in the previous section were actually sculpted
crucifixes is difficult to determine, since the words ‘kors’ and ‘krucifix’ were often used interchangeably
in pre-modern sources (Lange 1964, p. 175), but there are some examples mentioning proper sculptures
being used by the laity for semi-domestic devotions. Three cases of images of saints that functioned as
woodland shrines in a similar fashion as the wayside crosses are known from the sparsely populated
woodlands of Västerbotten, northern Sweden. In his dissertation on the midnight sun, translated into
English in 1698, theologian and cartesian philosopher Johan Bilberg recounts his visit to Bygdeå parish
church in Västerbotten:

[ . . . ] there was the Picture of a certain Religious Person which was placed in a Wood half a
Mile and more from thence; where formerly those who were Remote from Church, are said
to have met together to Prayers, on Holy-Days; but after the most happy Times of Religion
being purged from the Heresies of Papists, as that sort of Worship ceased in our Country,
so the Picture was laid in a certain place of the Temple, in detestation of the Memory of
that Matter. (Bilberg 1698, p. 86)

A 1731 topographical dissertation on the area by Jonas Ask also mentions the “image of a holy
man”, this time in Lövånger parish church. According to the parishioners, the image had been used in
the same manner as the one in Bygdeå (Ask 1928, p. 76). Even in the early twentieth century, the image
was remembered in the parish, referred to as the “Vebomark God” (sv. Vebomarksguden) in folklore
records from the area, as the image had been placed in a hollow tree in the Vebormark forest. Since
1924, a sculpture said to be the Vebomark God is kept in the collections of Västerbotten’s museum
(Figure 2). The image is severely damaged, with its hands and face cut off, which makes it difficult to
established what saint it once represented, though the figure seems to be wearing the dress of a deacon
(Burman 2014, p. 51). Unfortunately, the sculpture is yet to be dated, which could have provided a
more precise timeframe for when the Vebomark God was in use as an outdoor shrine.

A similar case from the same province is attested as late as in the 1800s, when artist and antiquarian
Nils Månsson Mandelgren visited Skellefteå. He was told that up until 1823, a wooden image had been
placed in a hollow tree in the Gärdsmark forest. Allegedly, this image had been “worshipped” by the
local peasantry, and Mandelgren referred to this behaviour as “pure Catholicism” (Lund University
Folklore Archives, Mandelgren: 5: Härnösand: Skellefteå).

Much further south, in Västergötland, another image bore a similarly suggestive name as the
Vebomark God—the Grain God of Vånga (sv. Kornguden i Vånga). The use of this image, a
thirteenth-century apostle (Figure 3), first caught the attention of scholars when an elderly couple
from Vånga visited a local museum in the 1870s. When confronted with the sculpture the man had
exclaimed: “Look Wife—They have the Grain God here!”. When questioned he told the curator of the
museum that the sculpture was known as the Grain God in the parish, and that before the image was
transferred to the museum in the 1860s, in springtime, the villagers used to smuggle the sculpture out
of the church at dawn to carry it across the fields in order to secure a good harvest (Svanberg 1985,
p. 259). Whether or not this tradition had developed from pre-reformation practices is unclear, since
the earliest mention is found in a legal protocol from 1760, where a witness in an unrelated case was
recorded absent from court due to being out “carrying the Grain God” for two days (Bergstrand 1972,
p. 18). Folklore about the Grain God is rather abundant from the late nineteenth- and early twentieth
centuries, and while the records often bear the marks of local humour and tall tales, the sheer amount
of the stories suggests that the sculpture was indeed being carried in procession at least up to the
middle of the nineteenth century (Svanberg 1985, pp. 259–60).
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Figure 2. “The Vebomark God”, possibly a holy deacon, from Lövånger parish. Photograph by Pekka
Nyman, Västerbotten’s museum.

Other sculptures could be temporarily removed from their more permanent placements in
churches and chapels to the actual homes of laypeople. This seems to have occurred in particular
in association with childbirth. The axe of St. Olaf is one such example. Writing in 1760, travelling
topographer Carl Frederic Broocman wrote of such an axe in the parish of Västra Husby, Östergötland.
By the mid-eighteenth century, the sculpture of St. Olaf in the parish church was missing the axe that
the Norwegian royal saint was usually depicted with. According to Broocman, this was the result of
the continuous use of the axe by women in labour:

Of this image’s axe, it is said, that the peasantry has used it for birthing mothers, in the belief
that its touch and placement would ease and quicken the birth; and that they have used it in
this manner for so long, that it has subsequently gotten worn down and ruined. (Broocman
1760, p. 380)

Similarly, a sculpture of the Virgin, normally placed upon the “Women’s altar3 (sv. Kvinnoaltare)
in the church of Od, was reportedly lent to pregnant women across the surrounding area (Hvarfner
1959, p. 36). A corresponding practice is also described from the pre-reformation era, where the Christ

3 Women’s altar was a post-reformation term used for the altar of Our Lady, upon which a new mother was expected to place
an offering of foodstuff in the churching ritual (Gustavsson 1972, pp. 121–22).
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child could be borrowed from Madonna sculptures in such cases. The strength of this tradition could
possibly be evident from the fact that the child was often sculpted separately from the Virgin for easy
removal (Stolt 1996, pp. 407–19). Such cases, while only rarely figuring in the sources, demonstrate
the portable character of the sacred, and how the holiness of church space could be transferred to a
domestic setting.

 

Figure 3. “The Grain God of Vånga”, a 13th century apostle from Norra Vånga parish. Photograph by
Lennart Karlsson, The Swedish History Museum.

4. Concluding Remarks

From the medieval period, most of the sacred sites in the landscape that we have knowledge of
today are those that were administered by the Church. In general, those of a more domestic, private
character are unfortunately lost to us, but this should by no means be taken as evidence that such
shrines were not present in the sacred landscape of the middle ages. Tales of such medieval sites were
frequently told in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, and were recorded by the antiquarians,
clergymen and scientists of the era. To some degree, these stories surely reflect early modern prejudice
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towards a “superstitious” and “popish” pre-reformation culture, but they likely also contain elements
of genuine memories from a not-too-distant past.

Achim Timmermann has suggested that in the late medieval period, such shrines functioned
as thresholds, where mundane everyday spaces such as forest clearings, roads and pastures could
temporarily transform into the true, spiritual landscape, providing glimpses of the path leading to God
(Timmermann 2017, p. 264). Perhaps this was also the experience of those that visited similar sites in
the early modern era, though the available sources provide no such insights. However, these sites and
objects were clearly important to the people that built, used and maintained them—so important that
they on occasion defied the Church in order to keep them. In addition to prayer, people interacted
with the sacred at these shrines by the use of bodily gestures such as kneeling, bowing and making the
sign of the cross. They also frequently left votive gifts, often consisting of everyday domestic objects
like clothing, at the sites. Votives were particularly important when petitioning for aid, and the issues
mentioned in these cases are distinctively domestic in their character. When visiting such shrines,
parishioners hoped for intervention in securing their health, a safe delivery, a good harvest and the
welfare of cattle. In some cases, shrines were built within the bounds of farms and villages, while
in others they were placed along roads and in the woods. Sometimes they could also be found in
churchyards or just outside of the lychgate, functioning as an extension of church space that could be
utilised when there was no service or the church itself was locked. There are several cases that show
that both the maintenance of and the creation of new semi-domestic sacred sites continued well into the
early modern period. If we are to look for explanations as to why these outdoor shrines remained in
place for such a long period of time, despite the fact that the institutional Church disapproved of them,
we might consider the physical environment in which these shrines were built. In the dense woodlands
of the northern and eastern part of the realm, the distance to proper church buildings could call for
complementary sites of worship closer to one’s home. With the reformation, a number of small chapels
that had previously served such communities had been demolished or taken out of use, prompting
parishioners to either maintain these buildings themselves, such as in the case from Jämtland, or to
create new sites. But as the cases from Scania and Västergötland demonstrates, these sites could also
be found in agricultural areas where the access to parish churches was not an issue. This suggests that
these sites provided a complementary layer to religious life in more than purely spatial terms.

As to the question of what to make of this religious culture, and whether such traditions are to
be interpreted as surviving features of pre-reformation piety or as distinctly Lutheran traditions, the
issue is complex, and the answer, I would argue, lies somewhere in between. In areas where Catholic,
Lutheran and Reformed communities lived side by side, such as in the principalities of the Holy Roman
Empire, the physical environment functioned as a way to accentuate difference (Freist 2009, pp. 214–15).
This might have also been the case in the parts of Eastern Finland bordering Orthodox Russia—at the
very least, the presence of a distinct group with a different faith worried Swedish authorities (Toivo
2016, pp. 112–24). However, as for the rest of the kingdom, areas with different faiths were remote.
In the seventeenth century, the discussions on religious tolerance that were underway in other parts
of Europe were largely absent in Sweden—apart from foreign dignitaries and merchants, it had no
significant religious minorities (Ljungberg 2017, pp. 7, 22). It is possible that the general absence of the
religious Other made the limits of Lutheranism more flexible in this area. Though the use of outdoor
shrines sometimes worried local clergy and visiting bishops, no large-scale efforts to root out such
traditions were ever attempted. In general, most clergymen seem to have chosen to turn a blind eye to
practices bordering the limits of evangelical teachings, and as argued in the introduction of this article,
the association of such shrines with Catholicism were likely not as strong in Sweden as in parts of
Continental Europe. In traditions with a similar underpinning logic, such as offerings to sculptures
and holy wells, local clergy sometimes even promoted and took part in these practices (Zachrisson
2018, pp. 112–13).

Other studies have shown that the cult of the saints and other traditional religious practices
persisted in various forms, both official and un-official, throughout the seventeenth, and sometimes
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into the eighteenth century in Scandinavia (Laugerud 2018; Malmstedt 2002; Nyman 2002) The use of
outdoor shrines and wayside crosses was no different, though it was not a part of the official religious
repertoire. The tradition of visiting outdoor shrines clearly has its origins in pre-reformation piety,
but the intentions of participants in these visits likely underwent change throughout the rather vast
timeframe of this study. There are, however, few credible indications that these visits took place in
any other context than a Christian one, and the allusions to heathenry sometimes made by clergymen
likely reflect an insistence on the illegitimacy of said practices rather than an actual parallel religious
tradition with roots in pre-Christian times. That the religious culture of rural communities still heavily
relied on physical focal points for interaction with the sacred seems apparent. The need for additional
sacred space, as a semi-domestic complement to parish churches did not necessarily diminish in the
wake of the reformation.
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Abstract: The aim of this paper is to present the cult of icons in the Old Believer communities from
the perspective of private devotion. For the Old Believers, from the beginning of the movement,
in the middle of the 17th century, icons were at the center of their religious life. They were also at
the center of religious conflict between Muscovite Patriarch Nikon, who initiated the reforms of the
Russian Orthodox Church, and the Old Believers and their proponent, archpriest Avvakum Petrov.
Some sources and documents from the 16th and 18th centuries make it possible to analyze the reasons
for the popularity of small-sized icons among priested (popovtsy) and priestless (bespopovtsy) Old
Believers, not only in their private houses but also in their prayer houses (molennas). The article also
shows the role of domestic icons from the middle of the 17th century as a material foundation of the
identity of the Old Believers movement.

Keywords: icons; private devotion; Old Believers; Patriarch Nikon; archpriest Avvakum

1. Introduction

When I visited an Old Believers’ prayer house i.e., molenna for the first time I was amazed by the
uncommon organization of the space. It was in 1997, in Vidzy—a village in northwestern Belarus
(Sulikowska 1998, pp. 43–45) inhabited by a multiethnic and multicultural community, a large part of
which was a group of Old Believers1. They belonged to a faction of priestless Old Believers (bespopovtsy),
thus in their prayer house there was no division into the nave and the presbytery, which is typical for
the Eastern rite. Without the clergy, bespopovtsy do not perform the Eucharistic liturgy (the liturgy of
the faithful) and in their molenna there is no altar, and no barrier separating the sanctuary from the
nave. However, Old Believers used the word “the iconostasis” to denote several rows of icons that
were placed on the molenna’s eastern wall (Iwaniec 1977, p. 150). Therefore, the iconostasis in molenna
of priestless Old Believers does not have its usual function and it does not correspond to the Orthodox
Church canonical order. Icons are placed also on a so-called altar in the eastern part of the space and
on the small partitions in front of it (barriers of kliros) (Figure 1). The Old Believers’ prayer houses, just
like other Eastern churches, are always full of icons but most of them are domestic icons, i.e., icons of
relatively small size and of specific iconography with a definite predominance of images of the Mother
of God, Christ, and angels or saints, especially St. Nicholas the Miracle Worker. Such icons were the
most popular among the Old Believers and, as a consequence, the vast majority of the objects of their

1 Old Believers (Russian: стaрooбрядцы, стaрoверы) are supporters of a religious movement that began in the mid-17th
century as a result of opposition to reforms initiated by Patriarch Nikon (1652–1666). The Old Believers rejected the new
customs and preserved the old rite, being conservative in both doctrine, including art and aesthetic tastes, and morality.
In the 17th and 18th centuries Old Believers divided into different groups, so called soglasiia, tolki (сoглaсия, тoлки).
Persecuted by both the Orthodox Church and the state, Old Believer communites migrated to various parts of the world.
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worship in the contemporary museum collections are domestic icons or small-sized metalwork—icons
and crosses.

Figure 1. Molenna of priestless Old Believers in Vilnius (waiting for President Ignacy Mościcki), 1930,
Warsaw, National Digital Archives.

Research on the Old Believers and their art has been conducted in Russia since the 19th century
(Robson 1995, pp. 3–7). Subsequently, scientific interest has expanded internationally, in particular
following the publication of the English translation of Oleg Tarasov’s monograph Icon and Devotion.
Sacred Spaces in Imperial Russia (see Tarasov 2002 for further bibliography). However, various aspects
of the Old Believers’ culture, especially icons, require further research. Hitherto, the Old Believers’
domestic icons have not been discussed in detail. Roy R. Robson has shown the role of religious practices,
especially of the liturgical life, prayer houses and “icons of ancient piety” in forging the Old Believers’
identity up to the beginning of the 20th century (Robson 1993, pp. 713–24; Robson 1995, p. 127).
The purpose of this paper is to describe the status and the function of those “icons of the ancient piety”,
most of which were the domestic icons in Old Believer communities, and to highlight the reasons for
their unique status, from the mid-17th to the mid-18th century. I will also raise a question concerning
the reasons for their predominance. We can identify such factors as the mobility of the Old Believers
and the traditions that arose at a time when Old Believers were separated from Russian Orthodox
society. The background is the dissimilarity between the Old Believers and other Orthodox groups, not
only from the official Church of Russia (before and after mid-17th century), but also with the Byzantine
tradition. I will discuss broadly the iconographic themes included in the domestic icons of the Old
Believers, a subject that deserves a more extensive study, that is beyond the scope of this article.

2. The Rise of the Old Believers Movement and Patriarch Nikon against Domestic Icons

The beginning of the Old Believers movement in the middle of the 17th century was a reaction to
the reforms of the Church initiated by the Moscow Patriarch Nikon (1652–1666) during the reign of tsar
Aleksey Mikhailovitch (1645–1676). The reforms from 1653 consisted of changes of rituals, symbols of
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Russian Orthodoxy and its religious books (Lobačev 2003, pp. 113–29). The most important changes
included the spelling of the name “Jesus” (Iисусъnot Iсусъ; therefore, IИC XC instead of IC XC in the
Christological monogram (Figures 2 and 3), allowing the so-called Greek (four-pointed) cross instead
of the Orthodox (eight-pointed) one (Figure 3). The reform codified the position of the fingers while
blessing oneself, the reduced number of bows during the rites, and the form of these bows (bowing
to the waist instead of bowing to the ground), as well as the direction of the procession around the
church, “against the sun” instead “towards the sun” (Zenkovskij 1995, pp. 185–257; Staroobrjadčestvo
1996, p. 197). A large part of Muscovite society understood these changes as a blasphemously
overturning and destruction of God’s world order. Some believers of the Moscow Church began to
see Nikon as an enemy of Orthodoxy, predecessor of the Antichrist or even as Antichrist himself
(Lobačev 2003, pp. 269–70; Sulikowska-Bełczowska 2017, p. 71). The persecution of those who opposed
the reforms, initiated by the Patriarch and the tsar, began shortly afterwards. The Old Believers’
archpriest Avvakum Petrov (1620 or 1621—1682) and many others were imprisoned, banished and
even killed (Zenkovskij 1995, pp. 322–39).

Figure 2. Christ Pantokrator, Russia, workshop of the Old Believers, end of 17th–beginning of 18th c.,
tempera on wood, 31 × 24 cm, National Museum in Warsaw, photo: National Museum in Warsaw.
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Figure 3. Crucifixion of Christ, Northern Russia, workshop of priestless Old Believers, beginning of
19th c., brass, 23.2 × 15.1 cm, National Museum in Warsaw, photo: Zbigniew Doliński.

The symbolic day for the new times became the feast of the Triumph of the Orthodoxy, in March
1655—two years after the beginning of the reforms, after the liturgy in the Cathedral of Dormition on
the Moscow Kremlin, in the presence of Macarius, the Patriarch of Antioch and Gavrilo, Metropolitan
of Serbia, when Nikon gave a homily against icons of the Western style (Zenkovskij 1995, p. 219). Paul
of Aleppo, the Syrian archdeacon who travelled to the Eastern Slavs in the middle of the 17th century
as a companion of Macarius, in his memoir, The Journey of Patriarch Macarius of Antioch to Russia in
the Mid-17th Century, noted that, after the liturgy, Nikon for a long time, spoke about icons, citing
extensively the Church Fathers (PAP III 1898, p. 135). The homily was directed against the new kind
of icons, based on Western models (the so-called fryazhskye pisma). Finally, the Patriarch ordered that
old and new icons be brought—some of them were painted in Moscow workshops inspired by French
or Polish paintings and collected from various Moscow houses, ”wheresoever they might be, even
if it were in the houses of high dignitaries of the state”2 to be brought to him (PAP III 1898, p. 136;
cf. Andreyev 1961, pp. 40–41; Kozlov 1976, pp. 107–8). Then the new icons were destroyed by the

2 “B кaкoмъ бы дoм ни нaхoдили ихъ, дaже изъ дoмoвъ гoсудaрственныхъ сaнoвникoвъ”.
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Patriarch. According to Paul of Aleppo, Nikon took icons “in his right hand, [and] one after another, he
showed them to the people” (PAP III 1898, p. 137) and every time, taking an icon, he said: “That icon
[was taken] from the house of dignitary [here the name], son of [the name]”3 (PAP III 1898, p. 137).
Afterwards, the Patriarch “threw them and smashed them on the floor of the church” (PAP III 1898,
p. 137; cf. Lobačev 2003, p. 152). Then Nikon ordered that the remains of the broken icons be
burned; however, as a result of the tsar’s objection (burning of icons or their parts could be considered
a sacrilege), he refrained from that intention. Ultimately, the fragments of the icons were buried
(PAP III 1898, p. 137; cf. Zenkovskij 1995, p. 220). Finally, Patriarch Nikon and Patriarch Macarius
declared an anathema against those who painted icons “of the Western style” and those who had such
icons in their houses4 (PAP III 1898, p. 137; cf. Zenkovskij 1995, p. 220). Subsequently, in the summer
of 1655, Nikon returned to the issue of new images. He ordered the eyes of the “Western” icons to be
gouged out and to be carried by streltsy5 throughout the streets of Moscow (PAP III 1898, p. 136; cf.
Andreyev 1961, p. 41; Kozlov 1976, pp. 107–8;), who shouted: “From now, whoever paints icons in this
way, will be similarly punished” (PAP III 1898, p. 136).

All these actions concerned objects that were widely venerated in Russia. Paul of Aleppo noted
that: “All Muscovites are very attached to their icons. They pay no heed to the beauty of the image or
the skill of the painter, all icons are the same for them” (PAP III 1898, p. 136; Andreyev 1961, p. 38).
According to the Syrian clergyman, in Moscow “in everyone’s house there is a countless multitude of
icons, adorned with gold, silver and precious stones, ( . . . ) and it happens not only at Boyars, but at
peasants in the villages, since their love and faith towards the icons is very great”6 (PAP III 1898, p. 32;
cf. Tarasov 2002, p. 38). He further noted: “in each cell there is an iconostas with images, and not only
within, but also outside, above the door, even above the staircase door, for such is the custom among
the Muscovites, that they hang icons on all doors of their houses, their cellars, their kitchens and their
store-rooms”7 (PAP II 1897, p. 150; cf. Tarasov 2002, p. 39). The 17th century is noted as a time for the
creation of many high-quality and sophisticated icons were created. Brjusova referred to the icons of
that time as the art of “small form”, intended for private devotion (Brjusova 1984, p. 12), such as icons
from the so-called Stroganov school (Brjusova 1984, p. 16–59). The icons of the Western style were
present and venerated not only in Muscovite houses, but also in the churches. However, it was against
private icons that the Patriarch directed his speech and actions in the first years of his rule.

It is very possible that Nikon’s stand against domestic icons was the reason why for many believers
his acts against icons were understood as the renunciation of religion or as an iconoclastic offense
(Dąb-Kalinowska 1990, p. 11). The icons had been humiliated by Patriarch Nikon, and Paul of Aleppo
believed that soon after that incident Moscow suffered an epidemic punishment (PAP III 1898, p. 136;
Lobačev 2003, pp. 152–55). Moreover, at the beginning of August 1655, the Muscovites saw a solar
eclipse (PAP III 1898, p. 136). For the Russians, Nikon’s treatment of icons was “a big sin” (PAP III 1898,
p. 136)—the plague and eclipse of the sun were understood as signs of God’s wrath (PAP III 1898,
p. 136). The fact that the domestic icons were the main subject of oppression was particularly painful
and severe and could be treated as an element of repression that was turned towards opponents of the
new order in the Church.

The leader of the movement that rejected Nikon’s changes, archpriest Avvakum, spoke out sharply
against the reforms of the official Church, but also against the icons of the new style. In his famous

3 “Этa икoнa изъ дoмa вельмoжи тaкoгo-тo, сынa тaкoгo-тo”.
4 “Πaтрiaрхи предaлиaнaфем иoтлучилиoт Церкви и т хъ, ктo стaнеть изгoтoвлaть пoдoбныеoбрaзa, и т хъ, ктo

будетъ держaть ихъ у себя”.
5 Streltsy were the units of firearm infantry.
6 “У всякaгo въ дoм им ется безчисленнoе мнoжествoикoнъ, укрaшенныхъ зoлoтoмъ, серебрoмъ и дрaгoц нными

кaменьями, ( . . . ) и этo бывaетъ не уoднихъ бoяръ, нo и у крестьянъ въ селaхъ, ибo любoвь и в рa ихъ къ
икoнaмъ весмa велики”.

7 “Bъ кaждoй кель есть икoнoстaсъ съoбрaзaми, и не тoлькo внутри, нo и снaружи нaдъ дверью, дaже нaдъ
дверью л стницы ибo тaкoвъoбычaй у мoсквитoвъ, чтo oни вешaютъ икoны нa вс хъ дверяхъ свoих дoмoвъ,
пoдвaлoвъ, кухoнь и лaвoкъ”.
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statement On the Holy Icons he criticized “Western” icons and their sensual character. According to
Avvakum, in the new icons the Savior is “painted with the plump face, red lips, curly hair, fat arms and
muscles, thick fingers and likewise the legs with thick hips, and altogether [they] make him look like
a German, bigbellied and fat” (Pustozerskaja proza 1989, p. 101; cf. Andreyev 1961, p. 43). Avvakum
called such images “heretical” or “pagan”, denying “old tradition” (Pustozerskaja proza 1989, pp. 101–2;
cf. Crummey 1970, p. 13) and deemed them unworthy of devotion and ritual bows. In some sense, his
views were similar to those of Nikon. Both of them objected to the icons of the Western manner and
“German tradition” (Pustozerskaja proza 1989, p. 103). In the middle of the 17th century both Nikon
and Avvakum were opposed to the new trends in contemporary Orthodox painting and were not
interested in “beauty” of the icons but in their “truthfulness” (Andreyev 1961, pp. 37–38). In his homily
On the Holy Icons, Avvakum commands that such icons be ignored: “better pray to heaven or to the
East, but do not pray in the front of the icons like that”8 (Pustozerskaja proza 1989, p. 103). However,
for Avvakum and other Old Believers, destruction of images was unacceptable. After the events of
1655, when Nikon authorized the destruction of icons, a large number of Moscow’s citizens, and in
particular the Old Believers, began to think that he was behaving like an iconoclast. It is noteworthy
that Nikon’s actions had been directed against domestic icons, which became “martyrs” of his reforms,
even if they were far from the Orthodox canon. Owing to the enormous importance of icons for the
Russians, their “martyrdom” contributed to the increase of aversion to Nikon’s reforms and ideas.

As early as the end of the 17th century, there were two factions of the Old Believers: those who
recognized priests (popovtsy), and those who became priestless (bespopovtsy) with subsequent divisions
occurring over time (Zenkovskij 1995, pp. 424–85). The icons of different groups varied from each
other, sometimes in a very significant way. Icons of bespopovtsy from the North of Russia or present-day
territories of Belarus, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania and Poland are more traditional, archaic and “ascetic”
and icons of popovtsy, both from the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth (Vetka) and the Urals are
more innovative, lighter-toned and decorative, and sometimes even based on Western prints. Despite
these differences the attitude to the icons among all the Old Believers remained the same, as well as
writings about icons read by different factions of the faithful. Old Believer sources, Diakonovy otvety
(Diakon’s Answers: ОтветыAлексaндрa диaкoнa нa Керженце, 1719 (Figure 4) and Pomorskye otvety
(The Pomorian Answers: Ответы пустыннoжителей нa вoпрoсы иерoмoнaхa Неoфитa, 1723), the most
important texts of the Old Belief, which can be understood as their “declarations of faith”, contain
fragments about icons and their veneration (Staroobrjadčestvo 1996, pp. 87, 228–29; Sulikowska 2004,
p. 36), but do not define precisely either an “Old Believer icon” or “Nikonian icon”. Diakonovy otvety
contains some brief notes about icons and listed examples worthy of veneration, namely those “painted
by Apostle Lucas” (Mother of God of Vladimir and of Tikhvin) and others, on which the monogram of
Christ had a form: IC XC (Otvety Aleksandra 1906, p. 86). The text criticized “new kinds of icons”, based
on “Latin patterns” (Otvety Aleksandra 1906, p. 88), as sensual and indecent, because they showed holy
women without headscarves and with tanned hair (Otvety Aleksandra 1906, p. 89). The more extensive
chapter On the Holy Icons from Pomoskie otvety opens with a critique of novelties introduced into icon
painting by Patriarch Nikon. According to the source “Nikon changed icon painting”, which was
previously protected by the Orthodox Church (Pomorskye otvety 1911, p. 340). It contains references to
acts of the Moscow Council of a Hundred Chapters (1551) and much older sources, such as the acts
of the council in Trullo, the writings of Simeon of Thessaloniki, as well as more recent accounts—the
writings of Patriarch Joakhim. They all recommend painters to refer to “old good models” (Pomorskye
otvety 1911, pp. 341–42; Sulikowska 2004, p. 36). Neither Diakonovy otvety nor Pomoskie otvety make
a distinction between private icons and those belonging to the community.

8 “И ты нa небo, нa Boстoк, клaняйся, a тaкимoбрaзoм не клaняйся”.

415



Religions 2019, 10, 574

Figure 4. Diakonovy otvety (ОтветыAлексaндрa Дiaкoнa, 1719), Бесплaтнoе прилoжение к
журнaлу“Cтaрooбрядец” [Besplatnoe priloženie k žurnalu “Staroobrjadec”], 1906, pp. 30–31.

3. Domestic Icons in the Space of the Church

In June 1657 tsar Aleksey Mikhailovitch decided to establish a special committee to deal with the
issue of domestic icons (Kämpfer 1982). However, this also concerned private icons9 that, for various
reasons, were placed in churches (Kotkov 1974, p. 296). At the time, the icons were increasingly taken
from the churches to houses10 on a massive scale (Kotkov 1974, p. 309), but they were often later they
were restored to their original location. Sometimes icons were taken from the church to the house for
a special occasion and then they were given away. It also happened that metal covers were taken from
these icons by people from the lower classes (Kotkov 1974, pp. 302–3; cf. Kämpfer 1982). The anxiety of
the authorities rose. Those who were interrogated could not or did not want to say what the purpose
of these actions was and whether someone was urging them to do so11 (Kotkov 1974, pp. 309, 311; cf.
Kämpfer 1982). The investigation focused on private icons and, despite the ambiguities of the events,
it seems that all these actions were related to Nikon’s reforms. Already in 1655, a similar controversy
had arisen, when Patriarch Nikon ordered that private icons be removed from the western walls of
churches. People brought them to the church and prayed to them, addressed them, and placed them
on the western wall, not towards the iconostasis (Dąb-Kalinowska 1990, p. 12).

This pious practice is mentioned by travelers who visited Russia in the mid-17th century, e.g., the
ambassador Augustine Mayerberg, who noticed the custom of bringing private icons to the church and
turning to them (with one’s back to the altar) during the service (Putešestvie v” Moskoviju 1874, p. 171).
Nikon decided that the presence of private icons in the church was inappropriate, because the people
bowing to their icons led to a messy and disrupted the liturgy. However, the custom proved to be
lasting. The acts of the Holy Synod of 1723 document the continuity of these practices, as they mention

9 “Икoны свoе мoление”.
10 “И увидели де кaк несут из цркви брaзы пo дoмoм”
11 “A пo кaкoму укaзу ктo из цркви вынoсил брaзы тoгo де мы не в дaем”; “Мы де не видaли кaкoне ис цркви

бжие млсрдие iкoн свoе мoление вынoсили и дл  чевo хтo будет икoны вынoсил i мы тoгo не слыхaли”.
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brass icons brought from houses (ikony chastnykh lic12) to churches (Polnoe sobranie postanovlenij 1875,
p. 31). These customs in the 18th century still escape straightforward interpretations. However, they
seem to illustrate the situation of tension between the public and private spheres of worship, which
the authorities intended to control. The goal of the official Church from the time of Nikon was to
introduce “Byzantine” order in the Church, which was undermined by the faithful approach to their
private icons.

It can be presumed that the bringing of private icons to the church and keeping them there for
some time strengthened their sacred status. However, it could also be due to the opposite conviction
that the space of the church itself gains something though the presence of these domestic icons. Private
icons were symbols of an old tradition and had additional, sentimental family value. This surely
resulted from the question of understanding hierarchy and sanctity. It is also worth noting that the
official Church was reluctant to support such practices. The moving of icons between the house
and the church in official Orthodoxy, and which took place in the 17th and even in the 18th century,
has an analogy in the practice of the Old Believers, who began collecting domestic icons in their
prayer houses. This could be due to practical reasons. The accounts of foreigners relate that Russians
did not go to churches very often and that private devotion was central to their religious practices
(Bushkovitch 1992, p. 48), and they almost never parted with their private icons (Brjusova 1984, p. 11).
According to Domostroy, written after the middle of the 16th century, in every Russian house there were
at least a few icons and wealthy people would have a whole iconostases in their homes (PLDR 1985,
pp. 76–77; Brjusova 1984, p. 11), which is why in Eastern Slavdom the number of domestic icons was
very large. Domostroy recommends: “Each Christian must, in all the rooms, hang by seniority holy
images, adorning them beautifully, and place light-holders in which candles are to be lit during prayers
in front of the holy images, and are then extinguished after the service, are covered with a curtain for
the sake of cleanliness from dust, for correct order and for their preservation”13 (PLDR 1985, pp. 76–77;
Tarasov 2002, pp. 38–39; cf. Kaiser 2011, p. 126). An earlier 16th-century account of Antonio Possevino,
about the Russians who came to Italy, confirms the importance of private icons: “While we were
staying with the Governor of Arimini, the Muscovites removed the holy images and set up tiny ikons
of their own, painted in the Muscovite manner” (Possevino 1977, p. 24). As we can see, the Russians,
having embarked on a journey, had their icons with them. Possevino noticed not only that “every
single Muscovite wears a cross on his breast” (Possevino 1977, p. 40), but also that Russians “consider
it a disgrace to confuse [a] holy ikon with profane articles of clothing” (Possevino 1977, p. 40). This
principle was always maintained by the Old Believers.

However, for the Old Belief, because of the situation of believers, the icons could change their
meaning. Avvakum in his Life mentions long, even all-night long and full-of-tears (“until eyes were
swollen”) prayers in front of icons. The prayers were motivated by the fear of the world, fear of death,
unclean thoughts, sexual temptations and sins, and almost always were directed to domestic, personal
icons (Žitie protopopa Avvakuma 1979, pp. 22, 23). Avvakum suggested also to the believers, who had no
other option, for their cult to be concentrated around their domestic icons: “If you do not find a priest
at last ( . . . ), if you are traveling or whatever happens. ( . . . ) Light the candle in front of the icon of the
Saviour and cover the box with a handkerchief, pour a little water into a small pot and take a spoon
with a piece of the body of Christ with a prayer, incense all and cry ( . . . ). Then bow to the front of the
icon, pray for forgiveness and stand, kiss the icon, cross yourself, receive communion with a prayer
( . . . ). Even if you die imminently, it will be good”14 (Žitie protopopa Avvakuma 1979, pp. 37–38). This

12 “Икoны чaстныхъ лицъ”.
13 “B дoму свoемъ всякoму християнину вo всякoй хрaмине святыя и честныяoбрaзы нaписaны нa икoнaхъ, пo

существу стaвити нa стенaх, устрoив блaгoл пнo сo всякимъ укрaшениемъ, и сo светилники, въ них же св щи
пред святымиoбрaзы вoзжигaются нa всякoмъ слaвoслoвии бoжии, и пo п нии пoгaшaют, зaв сoю зaкрывются
всякия рaди чистoты иoт пыли, блaгoчиния рaдии и брежения”.

14 “Aще священникa, нужды рaди, не пoлучиш ( . . . ), aще в пути или нa прoмыслу ( . . . ) предoбрaзoм Христoвым нa
кoрoбoчку пoстели плaтoчик и свечку зaжги, и в сoсуде вoдицы мaленькo, дa нa лoжечку пoчерпи и чaсть телa
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passage shows that the concept of icons was formulated by the first generation of the Old Believers.
Icons played a symbolic role in domestic devotion creating the space where the faithful could enact the
full liturgy modelled on their experience of church. For the societies of bespopovtsy, who had no clergy,
the role of icons would be more important (Zenkovskij 1995, pp. 438–66; cf. Staroobrjadčestvo 1996,
p. 47), and icons became witnesses of the prayers of the faithful and defined the boundaries of the
sacred sphere. The sacred was spatially bound to the icons.

4. Icons in Old Believer Communities: Private and Public

All groups of the Old Believers migrating from place to place, took their own icons. Nicolai
Leskov, a 19th-century Russian writer, to whom we owe accurate descriptions of Old Belief culture, in
his great novel The Sealed Angel wrote: “We travelled about from job to job ( . . . ) just as the Hebrews
of old wandered in the wilderness with Moses, and we even had our own tabernacle with us and
we were never parted from it. I mean to say that we took our own “blessing from God” along with
us” (Leskov 1984, p. 8). In addition, then: “We all loved these holy things of ours with a passionate
love, and together we burned the holy oil before them. In addition, at the expense of our whole group
we kept the horse and a special vehicle in which we took this blessing from God along with us in
two large trunks wherever we went” (Leskov 1984, p. 8). It is worth noting that the Old Believers
were persecuted by both the Russian state and the official Church. For this reason, the Old Believers
rejected the both tsar’s decision and church law, and private icons, along with books, became a link
with tradition.

From the mid-17th century the Old Believers migrated to the peripheral areas, increasingly distant
from the power of Church and tsar (Robson 1995, p. 23–24). All groups met with repression, which also
concerned icons used by the Old Believers. The period of group migrations could be the time when
icons changed their status from being private icons to being the belonging to the entire community.
According to the oral tradition of the Old Believers, if the icons were requisitioned from the molenna
by officials, people brought their own icons to the church, as a gift for all the community (vkladnye
ikony15). In the Pokrov cathedral on the Rogozhskoye Cemetery, one of the largest centers of priested
Old Believers, more than 400 icons from the 14th–18th centuries came from the private houses ( 1956,
p. 7). Moreover, the faithful in Vetka and other centers continued the tradition of donated (vkladnye)
icons (Nečaeva 2002, p. 49). Private icons in Old Believers’ molennas were included in the already
existing iconographic program, but this one was usually quite imprecise.

Mobility of communities caused also the spread of small, portable metalwork objects: icons,
triptychs and crosses, which could be easily moved from place to place (Karpenko 2006, p. 5). On the 31st
of January 1723 the Holy Synod prohibited the use of brass icons (Polnoe sobranie postanovlenij 1875, p. 31;
Dąb-Kalinowska 1990, p. 73; Karpenko 2006, p. 5). As Synod noted “domestic brass icons” had become
very common all over Russia, in many cathedrals and parish churches, and they were to be taken away
from there back to the homes of their owners (Polnoe sobranie postanovlenij 1875, p. 31). In the beginning
of the 18th century the Holy Synod also received several denunciations related to non-canonical icons,
i.e., “icon of the Saviour with three hands”, “sepulcher icon of St. Nicholas” (Opisanie dokumentov II 1878,
p. 440) and also “the Old-Rite icons” in Russian churches (Opisanie dokumentov II 1878, p. 440). Icons
and other sacred objects i.e., lestovki, podruchniki (Sulikowska 1998, p. 45) used by the Old Believers
clearly differed from those of the official Church—to such an extent that for the controlling officials
they could be indications that some community practised the Old Rite (Sbornik pravitel′stvennyh svedenij
1861, pp. 3–4). Already in the 19th century private Old Believers’ icons, as well as their private chapels
were eliminated or, at least, considered suspicious (Crummey 1970, p. 216; Shvezov 2004, pp. 19, 128).

Христoвa с мoлитвoю в вoду нa лoшку пoлoжи и кaдилoм вся пoкaди, пoплaкaв, глaгoли ( . . . ). Πoтoм пaдше нa
землю предoбрвaзoм прoщение пoгoвoри и вoсстaвoбрaзы пoцелуй и, прекрестясь, с мoлитвoю причaстися ( . . . ).
Хoтя и умрешь пoсле тoвo, инo хoрoш”.

15 “Bклaдные икoны”.
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Because of their life amidst hiding and persecutions, the Old Believers could not fully develop in
the public sphere. Relations between members of the community were usually very close and they
concerned not only the religious sphere, but also family and economic relations (Sbornik pravitel′stvennyh
svedenij 1861, p. 33). According to the oral Old Believers’ tradition, because of persecutions they
were forced to pray in secret, like the early Christians, in private houses, even in forests and caves
(Iwaniec 1977, p. 150). Their churches in Imperial Russia were usually small and unobtrusive, often
located in private houses or even chambers (Iwaniec 1977, p. 150), not only due to the state regulations
(Ogarev 1862, pp. 21, 38; Shvezov 2004, pp. 101–2; cf. Robson 1995, pp. 51–57), but also because of the
established traditions of the group.

Icons were stored in the molennas and in the private houses, always kept in designated spaces for
the sacred items: icons, crosses, books and others (cf. Robson 1995, pp. 76–77). Krasny ugol, understood
as the main “beautiful” corner of the room, could be named the “domestic iconostasis” and also “High
Jerusalem”, or even “window to Heaven” (Tarasov 2002, p. 39; Kaiser 2011, p. 137). It was a “domestic
church”, the center of the chamber and the center of the Old Believers’ house (Sulikowska 1998, p. 45),
the model for which was the monastery (cf. Zabelin 1992, p. 141). In the houses of the wealthy Old
Believers, they sometimes became very large and were composed of many icons, very similar to those
in molennas.

The image of the world of the Old Believers was based on models of the Muscovite culture of
the 16th and 17th century. That model assumed a division of the world into sacred and profane parts.
The way of life was based on Domostroy, which calls a house a temple, where all the family should
pray, standing in the front of the icons (PLDR 1985, pp. 76–79; cf. Bushkovitch 1992, p. 48). This also
concerned the status of icons and the popularity of icons of small format, i.e., domestic icons. In rich
houses krasny ugol may even turn into a domestic church (Tarasov 2002, p. 39). For the Old Believers,
the presence of icons sanctified the members of the community (Sulikowska 1998, p. 45).

It seems that among Old Believers’ domestic icons, some topics appeared exceptionally often.
According to the tradition, a typical krasny ugol contained the cross (Crucifixion of Saviour (Figure 3)
and usually images of the Mother of God as a “woman icon” (Figures 5 and 6) and Christ as a “man
icon” (Figure 2) (Nečaeva 2002, pp. 85–86). An image of the Savior could be replaced by the icon of St.
Nicholas the Miracle Worker (Figure 7). The icons of Christ usually depicted him as the Pantokrator,
whilst the icons of St. Nicholas pictured him blessing, with the book and flanked by the images of
Christ with the book and the Virgin with the omophor. The images of the Mother of God varied,
although most often they were images mentioned in Diakonovy otvety (Figure 4) and Pomorskye otvety.
They are icons of Vladimir, of Tikhvin, of Blachernae, of the “Sign”, of Jerusalem, of Peter, of Smolensk,
of Theodor (Figure 6), of Kazan (Figure 5), of Pechersk, of Svensk and many others (Otvety Aleksandra
1906, pp. 25–42; Pomorskye otvety 1911, pp. 31–51). Typical for private devotion are icons with an image
of the Guardian Angel (Figures 6 and 7). Many of these icons belonged to the most popular images of
the Virgin venerated in Russia before the middle of the 17th century, especially four of them—Vladimir,
of Tikhvin, of the “Sign”, of Smolensk. They were copies of the icons playing the roles of palladia—in
religious and political life and were popular especially before the mid-17th century (Bushkovitch 1992,
pp. 100–27). Both the 18th-century popovtsy books (i.e., Sbornik Mokhovikova or sbornik from the village
Perevoz) and their icons (Boeck 2018, pp. 38–40; Pozdeeva 1975, pp. 57–61) reflect the dominance of
Marian images. Among the Old Believers there were also icons of unusual iconography i.e., Archangel
Michael, Archistrategos of Heavenly Hosts (Figure 8), the Mother of God Looks like Fire (Ognevidnaya)
(Figure 9) and other inspired by the Apocalypse. Most of the Old Believer icons are small-sized
domestic icons, and even “great topics”, i.e., the Resurrection and the Twelve Great Feasts of the Church,
Pokrov (Figure 10) or Hexaemeron were conceived to fit the reduced scale. Preservation of old icons,
or painting them in an old way, was important for the communities, as a way of preserving their
old tradition.
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Figure 5. Mother of God of Kazan, Northern Russia, workshop of the Old Believers, beginning of 18th
c., tempera on wood, 36.3 × 28.7 cm, National Museum in Warsaw, photo: Zbigniew Doliński.

Figure 6. Mother of God of Theodor, Russia, workshop of the Old Believers, end of 18th c., tempera on
wood, 35 × 31.2 cm, National Museum in Warsaw, photo: Małgorzata Kwiatkowska.
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Figure 7. St. Nicholas Miracle Worker, Russia, Nevansk, workshop of the Old Believers, 1820, tempera
on wood, 33.8 × 27.9 cm, National Museum in Warsaw, photo: Małgorzata Kwiatkowska.

Figure 8. Archangel Michael, Archistrategos of Heavenly Hosts, Northern Russia, workshop of
priestless Old Believers, beginning of 18th c., tempera on wood, 42.5 × 37, National Museum in Warsaw,
photo: National Museum in Warsaw.
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Figure 9. Mother of God Looks like Fire (Ognevidnaya), Belarus, Vetka, workskop of priest Old Believers,
beginning of 19th c., tempera on wood, 35.5 × 27.6 cm, National Museum in Warsaw, photo: Piotr Ligier.

Figure 10. Pokrov of Mother of God, Russia, Volga region, workshop of the Old Believers, 18th c.,
tempera on wood, 31.5 × 27 cm, National Museum in Warsaw, photo: Krzysztof Wilczyński.
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Is it possible to compare religious customs of the Old Believers to Byzantines or Russians
before and after the mid-17th century? In Byzantium, as Henry Maguire wrote, “it is difficult to
distinguish between a private as opposed to a public cult of the Virgin as reflected in the material
culture ( . . . ), because objects could move from one sphere to the other” (Maguire 2000, p. 279), and
as a private cult he considered mainly small personal items such as jewelry or pectoral icons and
crosses (Maguire 2000, pp. 279–88). Paul Bushkovith noticed that in Russia the 16th and 17th centuries
brought changes that “reflected a shift in religious experience from one basically public and collective,
which stressed liturgy and miracle cults, to a more private and personal faith” (Bushkovith 1992,
p. 3). It seems that among the Old Believers after the mid-17th century the private sphere became
a particularly sacred realm. Some instructions of the Russian Holy Synod, i.e., about the domestic
brass icons, point to the common problems in Russia, not only in Old Believer communities (Polnoe
sobranie postanovlenij 1875, p. 31). It seems that objects could move also in the Russian tradition, as well
as in that special tradition of the Old Believers. However, in the latter’s case, the migration of icons
arose as a result of religious, political and social circumstances, which derived from the problems faced
by the Old Believer communities.

5. Conclusions

It seems that neither priested and priestless Old Believers did not clearly distinguished between
domestic and “public” icons. Small-scale icons were used not only in private devotion but also in
collective rituals. A typical practice was to move domestic icons and place them not only on analogia,
but also in an iconostases (on the western wall of the molenna). This was not because the Old Believers
did not recognise the difference between the two spheres, but rather because their godliness was not
public, but private. Among bespopovtsy even molenna—as a prayer house—played the role of a private
space. The attitude of the Old Believers towards icons resulted from the Moscow tradition of the 16th
and 17th centuries. The period of rule of Patriarch Nikon and his actions against icons led the Old
Believers to perceive icons as martyrs for the “old rite”. In the second half of the 17th century, personal
religious experience may have been considered sufficient and appropriate for the pious life. However,
Old Believers’ normative writings in the beginning of the movement did not connect their identity with
specific kinds of devotion, either private or public. They also did not postulate a distinction between
the official Church and Old Believers’ icons. This distinction resulted only from the “modernization”
of the official art, which took place from the time of Peter I (1682–1725) onward. The Old Believers
rejected Western-style icons and instead valued highly icons based on the 17th-century art of the “small
form” from the Stroganov, Moscow or Povolzhe schools, intended for private devotion. Towards the
end of the 17th and in the first half of the 18thcentury the situation of the Old Believers confirmed their
attachment to small, old or old-looking icons, crosses and other religious artefacts. The dominant role
of domestic icons was associated with the situation of migrating, hiding and separated groups. Staying
in the private sphere allowed the Old Believers to remain outside the control of the state and the official
Church. The presence of “icons of the ancient piety” or “icons of the fathers” gave a guarantee of ties
with the old tradition.
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jazyka. Moskva: Nauka.]

Opisanie dokumentov II 1878. Описaние дoкументoв и дел, хрaнящихся вAрхивеCвятейшегo
Πрaвительствующегo Cинoдa. Т. II, ч. 2 (1722 гoд). CaнктΠетерсбург: Cинoдaльнaя Типoгрaфiя.
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Р бушинскaгo. [Pomorskye otvety. Napečatany s” podlinnika. Moskva: Tipografїja P. P. Ryabušinskago.].

PAP II 1897. ΠутешествiеAнтioхiйскaгo Πaтрiaрхa Мaкaрiя въ Рoссiю въ пoлoвин XVII в кa oписaннoе
егo сынoмъaрхидiaкoнoмъΠaвлoмъAлеппскимъ. Πер. Г. Муркoсa, т. II. Мoсквa: Унверитетскaя
Типoгрaфiя. [Putešestvie Antiohijskago Patriarha Makarija v” Rossiju v” polovine XVII veka opisannoe ego synom”
arhidiakonom” Pavlom” Aleppskim”. Per. G. Murkosa, t. II. Moskva: Unveritetskaja Tipografija.].

PAP III 1898. ΠутешествiеAнтioхiйскaгo Πaтрiaрхa Мaкaрiя въ Рoссiю въ пoлoвин XVII в кa oписaннoе
егo сынoмъaрхидiaкoнoмъΠaвлoмъAлеппскимъ. Πер. Г. Муркoсa, т. III. Мoсквa: Унверитетскaя
Типoгрaфiя. [Putešestvie Antiohijskago Patriarha Makarija v” Rossiju v” polovinie XVII vieka opisannoe ego
synom” arhidiakonom” Pavlom” Aleppskim”. Per. G. Murkosa, t. III. Moskva: Unveritetskaja Tipografija.].

Putešestvie v” Moskoviju 1874. Πутешествiе въ Мoскoвiю бaрoнa Aвгустинa Мaйербергa ( . . . ) къ цaрю
и великoму князюAлекс ю Михaйлoвичу. Мoсквa: Изд. Имперaтoрскaгo Обществa Истoрiи и
Древнoстей Рoссiйскихъ при Мoскoвскoмъ Университет . [Putešestvie v” Moskoviju barona Avgustina
Majerberga ( . . . ) k” carju i velikomu knjazju Alekseju Mihajloviču. Moskva: Izd. Imperatorskago Obŝestva
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F. Korolev, Kirill A. Abrikosov, Mihail I. Tjulin. Moskva: Staroobrjadčeskaja Arhiepiskopija Moskovskaja
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Lobačev, Sergej V. 2003. Patriarh Nikon. Sankt-Peterbur: Iskusstvo-SPB, [Лoбaчев, CергейB. Πaтриaрх Никoн.
Caнкт-Πетербург: “Искусствo-CΠБ”.].

Maguire, Henry. 2000. The Cult of the Mother of God in Private. In Mother of God. Representations of the Virgin in
Byzantine Art. Edited by Maria Vassilaki. Athens: Skira, pp. 279–89.
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Abstract: This paper interrogates familial devotion and its relationship with parts of the house other
than the chapel. In detail, it aims to problematize the issue of the devotional/non-devotional use of
paintings inside the house by moving the focus from this dual opposition to the active role of canvases,
broadly defined. Informed by Jacques Derrida’s and Pierre Bourdieu’s writings, this paper argues for
the structural nature of the paintings inside the house and their meaningful correlation with both the
arrangement of the domestic interior and the practices of people experiencing those spaces. To do
this, the paper challenges the overwhelming attention paid by early-modern scholars to Northern and
central Italy and investigates a precise case study, i.e., Palazzo Scordia in Palermo (Sicily). The research
draws upon primary sources and amongst these, upon two detailed inventories of furniture referring
to two subsequent generations of an aristocratic clan residing in Palermo between the seventeenth
and the eighteenth century, i.e., Ercole and Giuseppe Branciforti, princes of Scordia.

Keywords: domestic devotion; Palermo; Spanish Sicily; aristocratic palaces; collections of paintings;
catholic devotion; Bourdieu’s habitus

1. Introduction

The theme of domestic devotion in the early modern age has received increasingly wide-ranging
attention in the last few years.1 Scholars have explored both domestic spaces exclusively designated for
devotion, such as chapels and oratories (Hirschboeck 2011; Lillie 1998; and Mattox 1996), and devotional
items located in other parts of the dwelling (Campbell et al. 2013; Musacchio 2008; and Anderson 2007).
Particularly, the role of the house as a site for devotional practices of the family has been argued through
an extensive examination of coeval treatises, religious literature, depictions of interior environments,
and domestic objects listed in inventories. Indeed, a high number of religious paintings, crucifixes,
and reliquaries emerge from inventories of Italian early-modern families, listed in different rooms of the
house. The large quantity of items with possible devotional association led some scholars to presume
that houses were entirely imbued with a sort of Christian spirituality, in continuity—albeit with the
proper differences—with religious institutional environments outside the domestic, such as churches,
monasteries, and convents. This perspective has been relevantly fuelled by the writings of Margaret
Ann Morse (Morse 2018, 2013a, 2013b, 2007). As a result, the domestic has been finally freed from its
long-relegation in the secular sphere. In this sense, the interdisciplinary project Domestic Devotions:
The Place of Piety in the Italian Renaissance Home (2013–2017), conducted by the University of Cambridge,
undertook significant research on domestic devotion by producing a 3-day conference in July 2015,

1 This paper results from the thesis, which I wrote during my PhD programme at the Art History Department of the University
of York, under the supervision of professor Helen Hills. The research gave priority to Italian, English, and Spanish-speaking
scholarship, including translations from other languages into these three.
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an exhibition in 2017, and four volumes (Brundin et al. 2018; Corry et al. 2018; Faini and Meneghin
2018; Corry et al. 2017). However, another issue arose from this result, that is, the problematic idea that
the presence of religious images could bestow, per se, a devotional use on domestic objects and on any
domestic space that housed them. Conversely, apart from rosaries or prayer books, the use of which is
rather clear, the devotional use of a biblical scene engraved on a knife or on a hairbrush is not equally
straightforward. This indeterminacy results from the fact that inventories report more quantitative
than qualitative data (Nalle 2008, p. 256).

Notwithstanding, this paper does not aim to solve the question of the devotional/non-devotional
use of images, but to problematize it by moving the focus from this dual opposition to the active
role of canvases—broadly defined—inside the house. Informed by Jacques Derrida’s and Pierre
Bourdieu’s writings, this paper argues for the structural nature of the paintings inside the house and
their meaningful correlation with both the arrangement of the domestic interior and the practices of
people experiencing those spaces. To do this, a precise case study has been investigated, i.e., Palazzo
Scordia in Palermo (Sicily), thus challenging the overwhelming attention paid by early-modern scholars
to northern and central Italy, which has been decried by the results of the project Domestic Devotions
(Faini and Meneghin 2018, pp. 1–2; Corry et al. 2017, p. 7). Despite the lack of extensive research
on early-modern Sicily, the collections of paintings seem to have been quite frequent in the greatest
aristocratic abodes in Palermo since the end of the sixteenth century (Piazza 2018, p. 118). Amongst
these, the collections examined here cannot be considered outstanding or particularly influential.
This paper resists both the search for exceptionality and the generalization of the results. Rather, it aims
to investigate the specificities of the selected case study, as it offers the occasion to relate with relative
certainty the palace articulation, two inventories of paintings, and two precise historical figures, i.e.,
Ercole Branciforti Campolo Russo et Spatafora (ruled 1658–1687) and his son Giuseppe Branciforti
et Morra (ruled 1697–1720), respectively, the second and third princes of Scordia. More than this,
the collections of the two nobles marked an important period in the ascent of their family and in its
establishment in the city, thus allowing us to explore intersections between architecture and issues of
devotion, gender, and rank.

2. The Route towards the Chapel

Palazzo Scordia results from the connection of two different buildings, set in the contrata Seralcadi,
a district of Palermo (Figure 1).2 The original nucleus on the vanella del fico (the current via Trabia) in
the mid-sixteenth century was a simple compound of houses, most probably set around the current
courtyard (Nobile et al. 2000, pp. 29–38). The addition on via Maqueda was begun between 1600
and 1602, when this new road was created (Fagiolo and Madonna 1981, p. 45). Ercole Branciforti’s
post-mortem inventory, dated to 24 October 1687 and grouping his possessions in apartments and rooms,
reveals that the piano nobile, the first and primary floor of the palazzo, was then divided into three
apartments: the quarto della Galleria (the apartment of the gallery), the quarto grande (the big apartment)
and the casa piccola (the small house).3 The quarto grande, located in the oldest nucleus of the palace,
was where the prince primarily dwelt with his wife. Whilst the main anterooms remained within
or close to the quarto della Galleria, the prince’s bedroom was in the northern extreme of the quarto
grande preceded by two anterooms and followed by the chapel. Arguably, the location for a chapel

2 In 1683, the words palazzo grande (the big palace) and palazzo picciolo (the small palace) were used to describe the family
abode. ASP, Notai defunti, Not. Sardo Fontana Honofrio, vol. 2048, fols. 1378r-v. In 1702, the palace was still indicated
as “duo palatia magna simul coniunta” (“two palaces joined together”). ASP, Notai defunti, Not. Sardo Fontana Honofrio,
vol. 2076, fol. 1834r.

3 ASP, Notai defunti, Not. Sardo Fontana Honofrio, vol. 2049, fols. 462r–509r. In his last will, the prince of Scordia was very
clear about when, how, and under the surveillance of whom to compile the list. ASP, Notai defunti, Not. Sardo Fontana
Honofrio, vol. 2048, fol. 1383r.
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resulted from the position of the main dwelling and its correlated activities.4 This proximity remains
true also in cases where the use and importance of the chapel went beyond domestic boundaries.
For example, Guarino Guarini’s Shroud Chapel (1668–1694) was connected to both Turin’s Cathedral
and the apartments of the dukes of Savoy (Beldon Scott 1995, p. 628).

 
Figure 1. Palazzo Scordia. Manipulation of a Google Earth image.

In Palazzo Scordia, the main chapel was easily accessible from the bedroom of the prince.
Conversely, the route from the anterooms to the chapel was through several narrow corridors
(Viola 2019, pp. 286–309). The location was in line with the suggestions about building given by the
Sicilian theologian and architect Giovanni Biagio Amico (Trapani, 1684–1754) in his 1750 treatise
L’architetto pratico (Amico 1997, p. 63). In the second volume, dedicated to palaces and secular
dwellings, Amico listed the main rooms on the piano nobile and located the chapel close to the bedroom
(Amico 1997, p. 64). The statement “[o]ra gli appartamenti giusta il costume di Sicilia si dipongono
così” (“now, the apartments according to Sicilian custom are arranged, as follows.” Amico 1997, p. 66)
suggests that the author benefitted from direct knowledge of most residences already built in the
area between Palermo and Trapani, where he lived and worked. This arrangement is anything but
new: for instance, it is close to the sequence anteroom–bedroom–private oratory–private chapel that
Sabina de Cavi argues to be repeatedly proposed in Spanish royal apartments (including the viceroy’s
apartments in Naples), after Juan de Herrera’s articulation of Philip II’s Escorial (De Cavi 2008, p. 168).5

What is more striking is that the bedroom was deemed by Amico as a sort of watershed between
anterooms and backrooms, constituted by a single room or divided in two rooms, the camera di parata
and the real bedroom behind it. One could also add a further passage through the narrow spaces
(gabinetti) flanking the bed-alcove, pushing the backrooms even further away. This complexity makes
the boundary between anterooms and backrooms blurred and fuzzy. At any rate, the bedroom area was
never thought to be off-limits, as family members, servants, and the closest friends continually crossed
it. Amico himself reports the presence of servants who could be asked to sleep in the backrooms,
or to cook there. He also mentions the existence of nannies, which implies the presence of children

4 In aristocratic palaces of early-modern Italy, this frequently excluded the ground floor, which was mostly used for services
such as stables and warehouses, but could easily include upper floors, if inhabited by members of the family, in addition to
the piano nobile.

5 In this case, oratory and chapel are not synonyms, the former being a non-consecrated religious space from which to watch
the services celebrated in the latter.
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(Amico 1997, p. 67). To sum up, from Amico’s description a difference between anterooms and
backrooms emerges as realized not through a clear-cut separation but a nuanced gradation implying
the crossing of numerous subsequent thresholds. This crossing enabled the palace inhabitants to
distance the outside world, even though they did not isolate themselves completely from it.

In the house, the position of the paintings with a religious theme seems to follow the gradualness
of this transition from the anterooms to the backrooms. The 1687 inventory, compiled after the death of
Ercole Branciforti, allows us to relate the articulation of the house with the location of the paintings, thus
revealing that in the main dwelling, the number of religious depictions increases when approaching
the bedroom area and the chapel. At the time of Ercole’s death, there was only one depiction of a
biblical scene in the Sala out of 225 canvases hanging on its walls (0.44%) and 1 out of 31 in the first
anteroom (3.22%), whilst the second anteroom accommodated 9 depictions of Christ, the Madonna,
and other Saints out of 14 paintings with various subjects (64.28%), and 3 out of 4 paintings had
a religious subject in the bedroom (75%).6 Unsurprisingly, in the chapel there were only religious
images (100%). This suggests a connection between these paintings and the location of the chapel.
According to Caroline Anderson, along with the subject depicted, “another way in which an artwork’s
meaning was elicited was through its placement” (Anderson 2007, p. 79). Anderson’s doctoral thesis
focuses on the importance of the belongings and domestic spaces in forming confessional identities
in Florence between 1480 and 1650. Examining a large number of inventories, she compared the
paintings’ locations to what was prescribed by Silvio Antoniano’s Dell’Educazione Cristiana e politica
de’ figlioli (1609) and Giulio Mancini’s Alcune considerazioni appartenenti alla pittura come di diletto di un
gentiluomo (1617-’21). For Mancini, paintings “should be distributed, in an orderly manner, and in
specific principal places that took into account their subject matter” (Anderson 2007, p. 80). Particularly,
he prescribes the use of the bedroom area for religious depictions (Mancini 2005, p. 49). Anderson’s
findings confirm that Mancini’s advice more or less mirrored the contemporary practice in Florence
and that sacred images frequently were in camere, being the generic term camera defining both the
bedroom and the rooms close to it (Anderson 2007, pp. 79–80). This offers an interesting insight into
the association between religious paintings and what Mancini calls “i luoghi ritirati” (“withdrawn
places”) even though not a univocal interpretation. Mancini himself confuses the rules he has just
proposed by suggesting for the bedroom, besides the religious subjects, also lascivious depictions that
can foster the excitement of the couple (Mancini 2005, p. 48).

3. Devotional or Non-Devotional?

At this point, the question resulting from these data would be whether the increase in religious
paintings along the path to the chapel was also marked by an increase in their devotional use. The fact
that Mancini prescribes the bedroom and rooms close to it to be the most suitable place for “le cose di
devotione” (“items for devotion”) in every type of house leads us to dwell further on the meaning of
the word “devotion.” To do this, however, it is necessary to consider both theoretical indications and
common practices. As to the former, the work of the theologian Lodovico Antonio Muratori (1672–1750),
although published in a later period, is particularly informative as well as connected to the context of
the case study under investigation.7 In 1747, Muratori stressed that the moment a person is christened
they enter into a pact of love with God, a sort of contract between two parties (Muratori 1747, p. 3).
The mortal party “obliges and devotes himself to a regular and affectionate homage to his Creator,
and to a total obedience to His will and laws” (Muratori 1747, pp. 3–4). This commitment is called
“devotion” and is usually put into effect through acts of mercy and worship, which can be facilitated

6 This seems to be in line with results of other investigations. For Brundin, Howard and Laven, “the bedchamber was the
room most likely to contain religious objects and images” (Brundin et al. 2018, p. 64).

7 Muratori’s ideas about devotion were summed up and spread by a Sicilian treatise (Di Maria 1772). Yet, his relationship
with the city started earlier, as Muratori’s outspoken opposition to the city’s cult of the Immaculate Conception provoked
debates in Palermo since the 1714 publication of his De ingeniorum moderatione in religionis negotio (Turco 2006, p. 433).
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by objects. Muratori argues that even if love, respect, and obedience should be obvious consequences
of the agreement, material objects are needed in order to excite the devotion of the uneducated as the
sepulchers of Saints and their relics did, because “[b]ooks are not for them; to move them they need
material objects, that should catch their eyes and ears” (Muratori 1747, p. 331). He then explains the
role of images by way of examples, at the same time warning against idolatry. So far, his contribution
is anything but new, as Muratori himself recalls Gregory the Great (540–604)’s definition of pictures as
“books for the ignorant” (Muratori 1747, p. 331).8 However, he adds later that “even people eminent
for their intelligence or holiness, praying in front of the sacred image of crucified Jesus, feel their
imagination helped by that most pious object and their mind moved to holy thoughts and affection.”
(Muratori 1747, p. 332). In this way, Muratori includes people of various social and cultural levels in
the same discourse; nevertheless, warning all of them against drifting from devotion to superstition.9

To sum up, for Muratori, devotion is articulated by an action, typically a prayer or an act of mercy,
that makes the relationship between God and the devotee effective. In other words, the painting of
the Madonna della Grazia, placed on the chapel altar in Giuseppe Branciforti’s time, is more likely to
be a devotional image than the depiction of David beheading Goliath, hanged in his father’s gallery
among dozens of other paintings with different topics, simply because a gallery was unlikely to be
used for praying.

Despite the warnings of theorists like Muratori against superstition and idolatry, it has been
argued that the images were also associated with a role independent of any voluntary act of the
faithful and considered acting by themselves. According to Corry, vision was perceived as capable
of affecting people’s life. That is why, for instance, “the fifteenth century Lombard humanist Maffeo
Vegio suggested that parents keep an appropriate religious picture in view during conception to
ensure the birth of a well-formed child and advised parents not to let children see images of the devil”
(Corry 2017, pp. 67–68). Muratori himself describes the role of images as active, when he admits that
images, as well as processions, acts of mercy, and pilgrimages, could “move devotion” (“muovere
la divozione”). This vague expression implies a broad range of uses: images can act as a focus for
either group or individual worship and they might also provoke responses, thus encouraging the
practice of devotional acts, e.g., as they showed edifying episodes or figures to be imitated, such as
the Good Samaritan or Saint John preaching in the desert.10 These uses can imply both the conscious
and the unconscious participation of the faithful. Extending Muratori’s thought further, it could
be asserted that images might be reminders of the ongoing pact with God, in the sense that they
could remind the faithful that God protects their family in return for prayers and acts of mercy.
The encouragement towards these devotional practices could also occur independently of the devotee’s
awareness. Yet, the reasoning can go further, as images themselves might guarantee God’s protection
even in the absence of a response from the faithful. Although Muratori would hardly have agreed
with this, his contemporaries may have thought in this way. Caroline Walker Bynum’s work on late
medieval art posits that for all the emphasis theorists put on seeing beyond the images, people kept
considering them a “locus of the divine” per se (Bynum 2011, p. 65). Bynum’s oeuvre, focusing on the
pervasive Christian concern with materiality, argues that devotional images often drew the viewer to
themselves, as holy matter instead of guiding him/her beyond themselves, and this regardless of the
viewer’s education or social status (Bynum 2011, p. 267). Reflecting on the active role of images, David
Freedberg argues for the effectiveness of religious images, which could become objects of devotion
spontaneously, thus motivating different responses, that is, different actions and behaviours of the
beholder (Freedberg 1989, p. 96). Following Freedberg’s thought, Brundin, Howard and Laven argue

8 A brilliant summary of the centuries-long debate about images in the Cristian world can be found in Bynum (2011), pp. 44–52.
9 Muratori expressed his fears mainly in De superstitione evitanda (1727). This book supports a Christocentric devotion,

exclusively founded on the Bible and on tradition.
10 On the assumed supportive role of images for spiritual improvement, see Corry (2018), pp. 320–321.
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that the reading of religious images had an unstable subjective dimension, since the image could act on
the faithful on several levels and with different results (Brundin et al. 2018, pp. 175–90).

I do not want to dispute these arguments but only observe that precisely because of the relativism
resulting from this view, it is appropriate to consider the cautious warning of those—like Silvia
Evangelisti—who argue that the capacity of objects to act as devotional tools closely depended on
their specific use and on the meaning they had for their users, which can be rarely fully grasped
from inventories (Evangelisti 2013, p. 395). This is particularly problematic in the case of paintings,
since in inventories, the depicted subject mattered less than the gilded frame of a painting or its
relative size (Musacchio 2008, p. 211). In other words, this perspective runs the risk of fuelling an
unconstructive and infinite discussion on what was devotional and what was not. As Elizabeth Carroll
Consavari realized about Venetian collections (Carroll Consavari 2013, p. 153), the second risk is to
isolate devotion from other decisive factors, an approach that can lead to an underestimation of the
weight that the images had in the active interaction with the beholder. Elements such as the taste,
political view, and social position of those who purchased, positioned, and observed the canvases were
tightly intertwined with their religious beliefs and could influence their response. Likewise, isolating a
painting from others hanging in the same room, because they are not religious in theme, prevents us
from perceiving their collective action on the observer.

In order to explore the relationship between the paintings and the choices of their owner, Pierre
Bourdieu’s concept of habitus can be useful. For Bourdieu, the habitus is “the system of structured
structures predisposed to function as structuring structures” (Bourdieu 1995, p. 72). In other words,
even if apparently determined by the achievement of a future aim, practices are determined by the
interiorization of antecedent models (Bourdieu 1995, p. 73). Consequently, the acts of purchasing,
displaying, or contemplating specific paintings, were–consciously or unconsciously–produced by the
habitus of a ruling class which invested its economic and cultural capitals to perpetuate its distinction
from “the other” through a luxury lifestyle (Bourdieu 1996, pp. 283–95) and the appropriation of
cultural goods, like paintings (Bourdieu 1986, p. 246).11 Bourdieu’s habitus does not imply a mechanical
repetition of models (Bourdieu 1995, p. 95). Rather, it ceaselessly adjusts to the demands inscribed as
potentialities in any situation by engendering thoughts and actions consistent with different conditions.
Regarding the case study, this means that, although the general objective remained that of aristocratic
distinction, the purchase of the canvases and their location in the house could vary according to
conditions that were susceptible to change, such as personal preferences and family strategies.

The complexity and instability of the relationship between the paintings and those who
bought/positioned/observed them emerges significantly when owners and users of the house changed.
The two inventories, which were compiled after the deaths of Ercole Branciforti and of his son, Giuseppe
Branciforti et Morra, in a span of little more than thirty years (1687 and 1720), allow us to analyse
this relationship.

4. Paintings as Ornament of the House (Ercole)

Having inherited titles and fiefs from his father Antonio in 1658, Ercole Branciforti showed a
particular dedication to the family residence in Palermo that his father had abandoned for a long
time. This dedication was part of a plan to establish the lineage in the city after the family power
had been secured by a stable feudal authority in the countryside. After the revolt of Messina against
the Spanish authority (1673–1678), its repression, and the deliberate degradation of the city by the
Spaniards, Palermo became the stable location of the Spanish viceroy court and, therefore, the most
attractive place for Sicilian aristocracy (Ligresti 1992, pp. 84–85). Analogously to what occurred in
greater European courts, the proximity to the viceroy, even if it put the aristocrats under his control,

11 It must be noticed that in the early-modern society this otherness could be generated by a difference of rank as well as by
other discriminating factors, such as gender and age.
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allowed them to take advantage of his manifestations of favour and to maintain, through the complex
court etiquette, the power ensuing from them (Elias 1980, pp. 97–100). Additionally, according to
Ronald G. Asch, the court temporarily worked also as a bulwark against the ascent of the new urban
nobility that struggled to make its way in a world of conspicuous consumption (Asch 1991, p. 4).
Consequently, it is understandable that Ercole paid all the debts related to the house in Palermo and
started to renovate it.12 In his 1683 will, Ercole reported that he had done “a lot of good works” (“molti
benfatti”) on the larger of the two buildings, even if it had not been completed by that time.13

The realization of a sort of familial iconographic programme was part of Ercole’s renovation, since
the Sala and the Galleria at the piano nobile were already full of paintings by 1687.14 The huge Sala,
which was the first room to be seen by visitors to the piano nobile, housed 225 paintings of different size
and with various subjects.15 Among the canvases, there were many iconographies related to classical
mythology, some scenes from Dante’s Inferno, several landscapes, portraits of famous philosophers and
humanists such as Aristotle and Petrarch, and one painting depicting a scene from the Old Testament,
Susanna and the Elders. Featuring subjects drawn from the recent and distant past might have been a
way to bestow a cultured aura on the house. Considering the openness of anterooms and the Sala,
“dov’è lecito venir ad ognuno” (“where it is licit to come to everyone”) even Mancini suggests hanging
there images like portraits or historical depictions (Mancini 2005, p. 49). For Anderson, the reason for
this suggestion was to impress and influence visitors waiting in the Sala or negotiating business with
the Master in the anterooms (Anderson 2007, p. 80).

The importance attributed by Ercole to this operation emerges from his own words when, in his
last will, he left his heir the choice of selling home furnishings “with the exception, however, of the
paintings, which must always remain as ornament to the house.”16 Even in the case of relatively
mobile elements, like paintings, the word “ornament” cannot refer solely to the embellishment of the
house. Jacques Derrida’s reading of Kant’s Critique of Judgement (1760) warns against the reiterated
attempts of drawing a line between the work of art (ergon) and its accessories (parergon), between
the internal meaning of architecture and its external circumstances (Derrida and Owens 1979, p. 26).
The philosopher highlights how ornament disturbs this attempt, because it is neither simply inside nor
simply outside the work. Rather the parergon “has traditionally been determined not by distinguishing
itself, but by disappearing, sinking in, obliterating itself, dissolving just as it expends its greatest
energy” (Derrida and Owens 1979, p. 26). Paintings articulated the family identity in every room
of the palace, as the owner perceived and fashioned it.17 The “Casa” that Ercole mentioned was the
family abode but also, in the broader sense, the Scordia casato, a relatively young lineage in comparison
with the other powerful branches of Branciforti.

Ercole’s purchase of the paintings was intrinsically connected to the structural works on the
palace conducted by him, with the aim of decorously settling the family down in Palermo, which
had just become the most important city in Sicily. The entire environment of the Sala, including an
amazing frescoed vault, was a sort of introduction to the family and to its relatively recent claims
to high nobility. A painting depicting Sicily probably made the identification of the family’s fiefs

12 The effort must have been considerable, since the amount of Antonio’s debts (ca. 21,000 onze) was more than the whole
annual income of the Scordia family (ca. 15,000 onze) estimated at the beginning of the eighteenth century. ASP, Corte
Pretoriana, n. 5874, fol. 81r. Candela (1996), p. 38.

13 ASP, Notai defunti, Not. Honofrio Sardo Fontana, vol. 2048, fols. 376r–389r.
14 ASP, Notai defunti, Not. Sardo Fontana Honofrio, vol. 2049, fols. 1479v–1484v.
15 Ibid., fols. 1479v–1481r.
16 “[E]sclusi però li quadri, li quali sempre debbiano restare per ornamento della Casa.” Ann Matchette wrote that “testamentary

mandates of barring the sale of furnishing or collections by heirs have been deployed by scholars in order to advance an
argument that objects, identity, and family honour were inextricably linked.” Matchette (2006), p. 705.

17 Renata Ago argues that inalienable items were supposed to be capable of prolonging the memory of the testator among the
living. Yet to talk about the deceased, they had to belong to his/her social sphere to be socially acknowledgeable, like the
family palace or the collections inside it. By passing from one generation to another, these goods implemented continuity
and transmission of family’s identity/identities. Ago (2013), pp. XVII–XIX. Amongst these kinds of items, the scholar lists
also the paintings. Ibid., pp. 137–56.
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possible for any visitor.18 More than this Ercole fashioned a cultural identity supporting the title
purchased by his father Antonio, claiming a noble spirit beside the riches of his properties. In this
respect, the only biblical depiction present in the Sala, Susanna and the Elders, is more likely to be just
another item contributing to Ercole’s image rather than a strictly devotional object. Yet the inventory
reveals something else going on in the anterooms.

Pictures like Susanna and the Elders in the Sala or the Carità Romana in the second anteroom
could exhort female members of the family to virtuous behaviour, but also allude to the recurrent
phenomenon of couples in which husbands were much older than wives. It is worth noticing that
a depiction of Susanna was also in the Sala of the casa piccola so that it welcomed the visitor at both
the two different entrances of the first floor. These suggestions were part of a patriarchal cultural
system, so familiar to be embedded in everyday life. It is hard to determine how conscious was the
acceptance of these cultural tropes. Yet, given the prominent positions of these paintings in the house,
it is possible to argue that these images were deliberately displayed to an outside audience to stress the
belonging of the Master to this cultural system. As a male counterpart, three depictions of King David
were distributed in the rooms of the quarto della Galleria, together with five portraits of the kings of
Spain hanging in the first anteroom, i.e., at the entrance of the apartment, which was most probably
used for public events and had to display the family’s loyalty.19 Instead, the portraits of the family’s
ancestors were hung beside Ercole’s own portrait in the first anteroom of the quarto grande, where
Ercole himself dwelt.

As already seen, in the three apartments, from the first anteroom to the backrooms the number
of religious paintings slightly increases. Among these, there were many depictions of Jesus Christ
and male Saints, such as Saint John and Saint Sebastian. In comparison, the depictions of the Virgin
Mary are scarce, just eight, and, of these, only five in the main dwelling. Even fewer are the depicted
female characters: the casa grande had only one painting with a female subject, a depiction of a “female
saint martyrized by a tyrant,” in the main bedroom. The violence of the theme seems increased by its
proximity to a depiction of battle and the scene of Christ expelling the merchants from the temple (the
only episode of the Gospel showing Christ angry), hung in the same room. Although the chapel was
already located close to the bedroom and furnished with eleven religious images, it does not seem to
have affected the choice of the paintings for the bedroom. Neither were located there the lascivious
depictions suggested by Mancini. Rather, an atmosphere of male domination must have transpired
from its pictures. Obviously, daily practices do not always correspond to theoretical indications, such as
Mancini’s, but these indications often reflect a widespread practice. At issue here is the effect that a
divergence from this practice could provoke. If all these paintings were reflections of an individual
attitude towards life and people, in the case of the main apartment, they would be related mostly to
the chief of the household, Ercole, who lived there and most probably bought the paintings, since the
palace was almost abandoned before his time. It is definitely not a fully reliable method to understand
an individual’s personality, but it gives a vague clue about the environment of the inside and about the
relations between the two sexes in a space that would have framed their intimacy. Surely, the sight of
the only depiction of the Virgin Mary present in the bedroom must have been a source of relief for
the wife.

5. Roots in the City’s Devotion (Giuseppe)

A change occurred in the Scordia palace under Ercole’s heir. Giuseppe did not alter the Sala
arrangement and left many paintings in the anterooms as his father located them, but variously
changed the other rooms, moving extant paintings and purchasing new canvases. A large number

18 ASP, Notai defunti, Not. Sardo Fontana Honofrio, vol. 2049, f. 1480v.
19 Sicily was under the rule of the Spanish crown for a long period, i.e., the House of Aragon from 1282 to 1516, the House of

Habsburg from 1516 to 1700, and the House of Bourbon from 1700 to 1713.
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of paintings were set in what the inventory compiler called “camerini” (small rooms), which may be
identified with the backrooms between the courtyard and the additional structure on via Maqueda.20

Excluding 16 geographic maps, 24 out of 55 paintings set there had a religious subject. Amongst
these, depictions of the Virgin and female Saints, like Agatha, Ann, Catherine, Mary Magdalene,
outweighed the male Saints. It is remarkable that a small depiction of Saint Rosalia, patroness of
Palermo since 1624, finally appears. Lacking family payment registers, the purchase of new paintings
by Giuseppe’s mother, Giovanna Morra, could not be excluded, as she shared with her stepson the
tutelage of the legitimate heir and the administration of family assets for ten years after Ercole’s death.
However, the list refers to Giuseppe’s possessions at the time of his death and this means that in any
case, he approved this arrangement. Collecting paintings was a widespread custom for aristocrats to
enhance the palace’s magnificence and the casato’s glory. As Edward L. Goldberg argues in relation
to Leopoldo Medici’s collection, a specific selection of items could also be used to distinguish the
contribution of one member of the family amongst those of his predecessors (Goldberg 1983, p. 23).
According to Goldberg, Leopoldo de’ Medici tried to isolate his voice from previous patrons of his
family through a relevant specialization of his interests. In this case, the diversification, established by
Giuseppe’s contribution apparently aimed to further root the family in the cultural and religious life of
the city.

In this sense, a significant parallel emerges from the comparison of the princes’ personal attitudes
towards religious matters as they can be inferred from Ercole’s and Giuseppe’s last wills. Dated to
1683 and 1715, respectively, and arguably the richest sources about these two figures, these documents
are highly conditioned by the perspective of the paterfamilias and consequently focused primarily on
the issues of the preservation of wealth and the perpetuation of the family (Matchette 2006, p. 705).
Nevertheless, some spiritual concerns of the two princes emerge between the lines. Above all, they
kept alive the connection with the main fief of Scordia through acts of mercy, namely annual donations
to the Franciscan convent founded by Antonio, dowries given to two needy female orphans from
Scordia on Saint Roch’s day, and the custom to be buried in the church of the above-mentioned convent.
It is not unusual to find within wills pious bequests to religious institutions “for which the testator
wished to display a devotional preference” (Rusconi 1992, p. 310). Yet this act suggests also how much
their devotion was connected to the establishment of the family’s authority in the fiefs. However, a
slight difference in attitude emerges between Ercole and Giuseppe. Although Giuseppe followed his
father’s example with charitable acts in Scordia, he also included in his will the possibility for his
vassals to file a complaint, within two months of his death, for any wrongs suffered in order to receive
compensation in cash.21 Leaving aside any doubts about the efficacy of this arrangement, in any case,
it shows how Giuseppe apparently distanced himself from the despotic attitude towards peasants
that had been typical of the heads of the family since his grandfather’s rule (De Mauro 1868, pp. 186
and 191). Most probably, he needed to adapt to the new conditions of the family in the polished
environment of the city. Similarly, Giuseppe showed a different attitude towards Palermo. The general
recommendation of Ercole’s soul to the Saints of the Heavenly Court was replaced by Giuseppe’s
specific invocations to precise Saints in his will. Among these, Saint Francis of Paola, Saint Rosalia,
and the Immaculate Conception of Mary are noteworthy, since these cults were tightly connected to
the city of Palermo more than to the town of Scordia.

6. Conclusions

In line with investigations on other contexts, this case study has illustrated that the path
approaching the chapel from the rest of the house was characterized by the crossing of numerous
consecutive thresholds marked by an increase in religious images hanging on the walls. However,

20 It cannot be discounted that the small apartment on via Maqueda was occupied by Ercole’s widow, until her death in 1701.
21 ASP, Notai defunti, Not. Sardo Fontana Francesco, vol. 2190, fol. 299r.

435



Religions 2020, 11, 39

not only the devotional use of these paintings remains mostly obscure and unverifiable, but its
investigation seems also to limit the exploration of the relationship between the depictions and people
in the house.

After years in which the early-modern house has been assessed as a secular place alien to devotional
practices, the risk is now to go towards the opposite extreme; that is, the univocal interpretation of the
house as a “devotional place,” thus neglecting the complexity and the instability of meanings that
spaces, images, and objects sustained in the domestic environment. To avoid this, I have proposed to
interpret the purchase and location of the paintings in the house considering Bourdieu’s habitus as the
source of these moves. This allows us to investigate the arrangement of religious paintings beyond their
strictly devotional use, including questions of power, lineage, gender, taste, and so on. Furthermore,
the comparison between the two different collections of canvases showed that the relationship between
the paintings and the inhabitants of the house could change. The differences emerging from Ercole’s
and Giuseppe’s collections illuminate two different attitudes towards family and the city: although
produced by the same attempt of distinction, their actions adapted to different conditions.
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