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For now we see in a mirror, darkly; but then face to face. Now I know in part; but then shall I know fully, even as also I was fully known.

—Paul of Tarsus, I Corinthians 13:12 (American Standard Version)


 

INTRODUCTION

IN A MIRROR, DARKLY

Thus indeed appear the Jews regarding the Holy Scripture they carry: like the face of a blind man in a mirror. By others he is seen; by himself, he is not seen.

—Augustine of Hippo, Enarrationes in Psalmos 56, 9

For the first thousand years of the Christian era, there were no visible Jews in Western art. Manuscripts and monuments did depict Hebrew prophets, Israelite armies, and Judaic kings, but they were identifiable only by context, in no way singled out as different from other sages, soldiers, or kings. [Fig. 1] The descendants of these biblical figures—that is, medieval Jews—made no appearance at all. Then, quite suddenly, shortly after the year 1000, the Jew emerged from obscurity. Not only prophets and Pharisees but also contemporary Jews became common in Christian artworks, and a host of visual cues were developed to render them, first, recognizable, and, ultimately, despicable. By the close of the Middle Ages, the Jew had become one of the most powerful and poisonous symbols in all of Christian art. [Fig. 2]

This story is quite well known.1 But it has yet to be explained. Indeed, some might think there is little need for explanation. The pervasive and steadily intensifying anti-Judaism of medieval Christendom is all too familiar—why should we not see both the relative neglect of the Jew in early medieval art and the almost compulsive attention given Jews in later medieval art as a natural outgrowth of this trend? For several reasons, however, this strikes me as unsatisfactory. While there is clearly a general pattern of increasing artistic anti-Jewishness, not all aspects of Jewish iconography were negative, nor did the neutral and even positive attributes assigned Jews at the beginning of our period—such as antique scrolls signifying the Jews’ mastery of ancient wisdom and guardianship of divine revelation—ever definitively drop away. Moreover, not all social and theological developments make their mark in art. Christian writers had for many centuries condemned the major tenets of Judaism without articulating that critique or expressing any hatred of Jews in art. Christians also managed to mightily disapprove of a host of other groups and concepts (schismatics, pagans, atheism, etc.) without ever devising for them a visual vocabulary of infamy. Further complicating the picture is the fact that several innovative anti-Jewish visual signs seem to predate the textual polemics and anticipate the attitudes they are said to reflect. Artists devised identifying clothing for Jews decades before such distinctive dress was decreed by law, for example; Jews are shown menacing Eucharistic wafers years before the first recorded accusation of Jewish host desecration; and Jews were given a characteristic physiognomy in art well before biological racism permeated European thought.2 Finally, the vast majority of medieval Jewish images decorated artworks meant solely for Christian eyes, appeared in regions with few or no Jews, and were made by and for people (overwhelmingly monks, clerics, and secular leaders) who were far more interested in Christian society and worship than in Jewish people or practices. Simply labeling artists or patrons, or the general culture, as anti-Semitic tells us little about why these images were made or what they meant to the people who made and viewed them.
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FIG. 1
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FIG. 2

In this book, then, I take a different approach to medieval Christian depictions of Jews. My starting point is an observation I first made well over a decade ago: a remarkable number of these images highlight not only what the Jews look like but, even more, how—and whether—they see. It seemed clear that the new artistic emphasis on the Jew as viewer as well as image viewed was related to the traditional theological formulation of the Jews’ role in Christendom. Already in the letters of Saint Paul, who lamented that his recalcitrant coreligionists clung to the “letter” rather than the “spirit” of the law, the Jews were linked to the material, visible world and assumed to possess a purely carnal form of understanding.3 Their flesh-bound thinking, their need for concrete signs, rendered them blind to spiritual truths. Even when God himself appeared before their very eyes, they could not look beyond the humble body of a crucified convict and see the divine glory enshrined within. Paul blamed this failure on the Jews’ overreliance on external symbols and tangible proofs: “For Jews demand signs and Greeks desire wisdom, but we preach Christ crucified, a scandal to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles.”4 He contrasted the Jews’ sensory-driven approach to God with the pure faith of Christians: “we are always confident … for we walk by faith, not by sight.”5

The Jews’ sight would likewise preoccupy Augustine of Hippo (d. 430), the most influential of all early Christian writers on Jews and Judaism. For Augustine, Jewish-Christian difference was crystallized in their contrasting visual encounters with and reception of Christ: “For truly how glorious is it, that he ascends to heaven, that he sits on the right hand of the Father? But we do not see this with our eyes, nor have we seen him hanging on the tree, nor have we beheld him rising from the grave. All this we hold in faith, we perceive with the eyes of the heart. We are praised, for we did not see, yet we believed. For the Jews too saw Christ. It is no great thing to see Christ with the eyes of the flesh, but it is great to believe in Christ with the eyes of the heart.”6 As we shall see in chapter 2, the contrast between the “eyes of the flesh” and the “eyes of the heart” will be a recurring theme in subsequent Christian writings about religious knowledge, revisited and sometimes reformulated as Christians modified their ideas about sensory perception.

Augustine added a significant new twist to Paul’s denigration of Jewish vision: a stress on the uses of Jewish blindness and also on the Jews’ own visibility, that is, their physical presence. In several works, most notably the City of God, he wrote that the Jews’ primary function—and the reason they should be allowed to remain in Christian lands—was to serve both as “witnesses to” and as “living signs of” Christian truth and triumph. The Jews did this in several ways. In preserving the ancient Hebrew text of scripture, Jews confirmed the authenticity of biblical prophesies about Christ (although they were blind to their true meaning). The Jews’ very bodies, sprung from the flesh of the ancient Judean deicides, were living proof of the historicity of the Crucifixion and their own people’s criminal role in it. The Jews’ defeat at the hands of the Romans and subsequent dispersal among the “nations” testified to their own error and to Christian triumph. Finally, at the end of days the Jews’ long-delayed conversion would herald Christ’s Second Coming.7 That is, Christian history and Christian doctrine were made visible in Jewish bodies and Jewish books. Or as Augustine put it succinctly elsewhere: “[The Jews] still prove useful to the church in a particular condition of servitude, either in bearing witness, or in otherwise constituting proof.”8

According to Augustine, then, the Jews’ function in Christendom was to see (or rather, to see incompletely) and be seen; that is, to bear witness in word, flesh, and status. The Jews’ failure to perceive God in Christ and to understand their own prophets, combined with their visible presence as exiled relics of an ancient and fallen people, testified to the verity of Christian faith.

For six hundred years after Augustine’s death, this conception of Jewish witness remained metaphorical, a largely literary abstraction unconnected to Jews’ actual visual practices or visual presence within Christendom. When early medieval theologians lambasted the Jews’ blindness, they were referring to their inability to correctly interpret and understand scripture rather than to their ocular encounter with Christ. When they discussed the Jews’ “particular condition of servitude,” they were referring to a theoretical status that was not markedly visible in the real world: Jews in the early Middle Ages were legally free and their lives were considerably more prosperous, secure, and comfortable than those of most Christian peasants.9 Jewish blindness and subjugation could not be seen in images either. The sole visual trace of another faith in early medieval art was likewise an abstraction: the female personification of Judaism known as Synagoga, a veiled and venerable woman standing opposite Ecclesia (Holy Church) in the shelter of the cross and gazing intently at Christ.10 Only around the turn of the first millennium did Paul’s insistence on Jewish blindness and Augustine’s conception of Jewish witness finally make their way into art. What brought about this new artistic focus on Jews’ looks and looking? What “work” did images of Jews do for the culture that created them?

A closer look at the role of sight in the thought of Paul and Augustine suggests a possible path toward answering these questions. As we have seen, both Paul and Augustine insisted that true Christians, unlike Jews, could believe without seeing. But this exaltation of pure, image-less faith did not negate—indeed, it existed in some tension with—the fundamental fact of Christian history: Christ at one point took on flesh and walked the earth in full sight of his fellow men. God Incarnate was not an intangible Platonic form but a visible being. Throughout most of the New Testament there is consequently little denigration of bodily vision. Christ performed many visible miracles, and his disciples reveled in his physical presence. Though Paul decried the Jews’ carnal perception, he did not utterly dismiss bodily experience or the power of sight, glorying in having himself been granted a glimpse of the risen Christ.11 When Paul wrote about God’s glory, he located it not in an abstract, formless void but “in the face of Jesus Christ.”12 Likewise, though Augustine warned against the deceptive and seductive nature of physical vision, he conceded that physical sight could be religiously useful. Seeing suffering in the material world, for example, helped Christians to imagine the tortures of the Crucifixion and so to pity and love the crucified Christ.

For the remainder of the Middle Ages Christian epistemology would reverberate with this tension between deprecation of reliance on physical vision as inconsonant with faith and longing for direct, visual experience of the divine. In the early Middle Ages, for various reasons (including the relative scarcity of surplus wealth; unease about depicting divinity spurred by still powerful memories of antique paganism, the debate over icon worship raging in the Byzantine Empire, and Muslim hostility to divine images; loss of technical expertise; and the ascendancy of nonrepresentational Germanic and Celtic artistic traditions), art was only fitfully and hesitantly enlisted as a way to experience God.13 This situation changed radically in the high Middle Ages, at just the time and in many of the same places where we first encounter a Jewish iconography. In the pages that follow I argue that in this intersection lies the answer to our questions. The augmented religious role afforded visual experience in high medieval Christianity largely explains the new visual prominence of the Jew. As the paradigmatic exemplar of physical vision and its misuse, the figure of the Jew became the primary medium through which Christians explored and expressed their changing ideas about knowledge, vision, and representation.

*   *   *

In this book I do not attempt to assemble a comprehensive catalog of Jewish iconography. Christian artists were remarkably creative when it came to anti-Jewish imagery, devising over the centuries numerous ways to give visual form to Jewish error and unbelief. The Jews’ mistaken adherence to the letter of scripture was displayed by showing Jews clutching round-topped tablets of the law, or knives with which to sacrifice animals, or sacrificial animals themselves. Jews’ clothing was assigned colors associated in Christian thought with evil, red and yellow in particular, or was striped, indicative of extravagance. Jewish avarice was indicated by such straightforward signs as coins or bags full of money; or via more oblique signs, such as ravens or crows, which were thought to hoard shiny objects; or frogs, whose swollen form mimicked the usurer, bloated with greed; or by depicting Jews worshipping idols. At various points in the Middle Ages the Jew’s affiliation with the devil might be signaled by placing him in hell, perching a demon on his shoulder, giving him subtly beast-like features, wrapping a snake around his eyes, having him give an obscene kiss to a cat, or depicting him with a goatee, tail, and/or horns.14 Rather than surveying all of the many signs and symbols of Jewishness, then, I focus on moments that signal a significant new conceptual stance. The starting point for each chapter is the introduction of one or more new visual devices associated with Jews. I thus explore, in turn, the establishment of the hat and beard as identifying signs of Jewishness in the eleventh century (chapter 1); the proliferation in the first half of the twelfth century of images featuring Jewish witnesses, both prophetic and contemporary (chapter 2); the ascription to Jews of contorted and hostile facial expressions (chapter 3); the creation of new signs drawn from social life and the natural world and their deployment in new narrative genres (chapter 4); the development of the physiognomic caricature (chapter 5); the changing appearance and meaning of the figure of the Jewess (chapter 6); and the situating of Jews among large and diverse crowds (chapter 7).

In analyzing this imagery I cast my interpretive net wide, for many factors influenced the making and reading of images of Jews. The first issue to be considered is the artistic models and patterns that influenced, or found echo in, each artwork. Medieval art was by and large quite conservative: change happened slowly, and many motifs and compositions recur countless times in myriad media. For every image examined, we must investigate the visual models on which it relies, not because visual sources fix or dictate the meaning of their offspring but because each new use of an image, whether by artist or by viewer, necessarily draws upon and is informed by existing connotations, even when they are rejected or changed. Meaning often lies in the decision to retain or to modify, even minutely, received patterns. Such models and patterns are the primary subject of chapter 1, in which I explore the visual sources for the signs that came to identify Jewishness; these basic signs formed the background against which all subsequent changes in Jewish iconography were read.

The second domain informing the making and reading of an iconographical sign is the physical and social context in which the image appears. Each manuscript, monument, carving, or painting was used in one or more specific settings, for one or more specific occasions or purposes. A small-scale scene painted in a private book for a noble lady, for example, would be read in the light of the other images in that book, as well as of the lady’s own devotions, and might thus take on very different meaning from a similar image chiseled on the wall of a cathedral, viewed by a vastly broader audience and surrounded by utterly different scenes and sounds. The evolving patronage, media, styles, and uses of medieval artworks will be a major theme throughout this book. As images featuring Jews move from monastic biblical illustration to cathedral windows to royal picture books and tax accounts, the appearances and meanings of Jews evolve accordingly.

A third area that needs to be considered is contemporary Jewish behavior and appearance. The relation of Jews’ looks and habits to their representation in art was hardly straightforward: in almost no cases are images of Jews based on actual Jews, nor can the vast majority of images be considered accurate reflections of the looks or practices of living, breathing Jews. Nonetheless, medieval images of Jews were not wholly arbitrary; they drew upon some aspects of Jews’ communities, beliefs, lives, or reputations (as Christians understood them), albeit often in a distorted or highly schematic fashion. We must consequently cast our own gaze in that direction. As it turns out, Jewish life and looks often do linger under the surface of our images, though the details are so skewed as to provide an enigmatic picture indeed.

A further field to be considered, which may or may not be related to actual Jewish behavior and appearance, is Christian perceptions of contemporary Jewish behavior and appearance, as well as attitudes toward Jews as a historical people and toward Judaism as a faith. Throughout this book I examine Christian images of Jews in relation to Christian ideas about Jews as expressed in texts and as acted out in life (to the extent that we can access the latter through the documents left behind). Although as very different means of expression art and texts frequently voice their ideas in different keys, as products of the same culture they do not tell fundamentally different stories. Careful attention to the ideas underlying textual rhetoric can help illuminate the thoughts motivating visual signs.

Finally, but most importantly, I explore the purely internal Christian concerns, preoccupations, and ideology that might have been addressed through the use of Jewish iconography. In the vast majority of the images I examine, the most pressing and central message is only tangentially related to Jews and Judaism and the qualities they embody. They are driven, instead, by topics as apparently unconnected to Jews and Judaism as monastic reform, religious aesthetics, natural lore, royal monetary policy, philosophical speculation, gender relations, and civic morality. There is a unifying theme to these disparate subjects: each in its own way and at that moment touched upon the issue of vision and knowledge. The presence of the Jew helps us connect the dots and trace the path by which each new generation of Christians grappled anew with the vexed question of the relationship between physical perception and spiritual truth.

*   *   *

It is perhaps more than a little ironic that a book that often seeks to modulate the too-blackened canvas of medieval Jewish history with shades of gray should be entitled Dark Mirror. I have chosen this title, overworked metaphor and all, in part because it acknowledges that Christian images of Jews were indeed often dark and hostile. But it is also intended as a warning that these images provide only a distorted view of the period—that Christian art must not be seen as transparently “mirroring” either prevailing Christian attitudes or actual Jewish status. Indeed, I argue throughout this book that anti-Jewish imagery was a significant factor in the creation of the attitudes and conditions it is often held to reflect. Art can be a powerful force in shaping the way we see and think about the world. This has become dangerously clear in our own image-saturated, commercialized culture, where pictures teach us to despise bodily imperfections and crave glamorous pleasures we didn’t know existed until we were shown them. Much the same was true in the Middle Ages. Medieval people were exposed to far fewer pictures than we are, but art seemed to them all the more powerful for that—it was rare, precious, and mysterious and revealed unseen, perhaps unimagined things.15 Images of Jews made Christians look at Jews with new curiosity and interest (and hostility), drew their attention to previously unnoticed aspects of Jewish life and looks, and in the process generated new ideas about Jews. No one seemed to notice that the hair of German Jews was, on the average, darker than the hair of their Christian neighbors until Jews’ coloring became a focal point in art, for example. And though Christian texts had long associated evil with darkness, it was art that made the linkage between perfectly normal dark hair and the darkness of evil.16

Finally, the title, following the Pauline verse from which it is drawn, signals one of the main themes of this book and a guiding principle of medieval Christian imagery: recognition of the simultaneous importance and imperfection of bodily vision. Christians worshipped the Word made flesh, a God once visible and tangible but now only discernible (except by the blessed few) through faint traces, pale comparisons, and indirect witness. Paul had contented himself with pointing out the gap between the dark and clouded “now” and the more perfect, illuminated future. In the high Middle Ages, though, Christians used art to try to narrow that gap and provide a glimpse of future glory and ineffable truth.17 But they knew this was a risky business, that sensory experience, and especially physical vision, could lead one astray. An image could be mistaken for a deity, a beautiful face could hide a cankered heart, a broken body could induce scorn rather than compassion. Images of Jews graphically seeing and looking “wrong” vividly illustrated this point and so simultaneously demonstrated and helped contain the danger inherent in images themselves. Christians living in the high and later Middle Ages confronted a massive challenge: how to live spiritual lives and embrace spiritual values in an increasingly prosperous, inventive, complex, and vibrant secular society. It is this challenge—medieval Christians’ urgent need to reconcile age-old suspicion of the visible world with the beauty-filled and burgeoning civilization they themselves created and loved—that, more than anything else, explains the darkening depiction of the Jew in medieval Christian art.


 

CHAPTER ONE

MIRROR OF THE FATHERS

The Birth of a Jewish Iconography,
CA. 1015–1100
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But man, proud man,

Drest in a little brief authority,

Most ignorant of what he’s most assured

—William Shakespeare, Measure for Measure, act 2, scene 2

The world did not come to an end in the year 1000, as many clerics, if not huge masses of people, feared—or in some cases hoped.1 Instead, in the decades around the turn of the first millennium an apparently rejuvenated Western Christendom experienced an unprecedented economic, cultural, and religious awakening. The fruit of this medieval spring included the rebirth of a great empire (the now-Holy Roman Empire), the revival of large-scale stone building and a related explosion of artistic creativity, and the emergence of new devotional foci and more vision- and art-oriented modes of worship.2 These same years also saw the appearance of an entirely new figure in Christian art: the visually recognizable Jew. The simultaneous emergence of these historical and artistic changes is not coincidental. They are, rather, intimately related: the birth of new and increasingly image-based Christian practices led to the visual articulation of previously unillustrated abstract ideas about Jews. As Christians learned to give visible form to a range of themes associated with “that which is Christian,” they likewise began visually to mark “that which is not.”

1. A Jewish Hat?

When Christian artists finally began to single out Jews, they did so, somewhat anticlimactically, with a hat. As any handbook of medieval iconography will attest, and as any glance at an illuminated manuscript or stained glass window from the later twelfth or thirteenth century makes clear, Jews can be recognized in high medieval art by various versions of the pointed or peaked headgear known sometimes as the pileum cornutum (horned cap) or simply as the “Jewish hat.”3 This hat first appeared on the heads of painted Jews in the eleventh century and by about 1150 had become the sign par excellence of the Jew.4 [Fig. 1] What is less clear is why this came about. Why, after so many centuries of benign neglect, did artists suddenly begin to mark Jews in this way? Did Jews of the period change their dress, or did artists for some reason start paying novel attention to Jews’ clothing? Or was the pileum a purely artistic invention, an arbitrary identifying sign unrelated to actual practice? For that matter, why did Jews need to be identified at all? And most importantly, what did “Jewishness” mean when expressed through this symbol?
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FIG. 1

The issue may not immediately seem momentous. There is, after all, nothing remarkable about using a hat as an identifying mark. In a period when portraiture was not practiced and when most people were classified according to rank, office, or function, clothing—particularly headgear—was the single most common means by which figures were distinguished in art. Popes were depicted with tiaras, kings with crowns, soldiers with helmets: objects that, if not worn every day, nevertheless constituted essential and conspicuous elements of their “professional” attire.5 Why should we not see the “Jewish hat” as a straightforward corollary, a faithful representation of the garb adopted by the people of the Mosaic law in accordance with that law?6

One basic reason for looking more deeply into the sign is its sheer newness. Medieval artists tended to work from models and to replicate venerable traditions, none of which, before 1000, depicted Jews with hats. This is not to say that change never happened—indeed, the period we shall be examining was a time of markedly creative artistic change—but it does mean that each change represents a deliberate and potentially meaningful choice, which should be examined and understood. Moreover, even “straightforward” identifying marks still embody a point of view, convey a certain meaning. A king wasn’t painted wearing his crown simply because kings wore crowns—kings also wore gloves on cold days and hats or hoods in rainy weather, but we are rarely treated to pictures of them doing so. Rather, kings wore crowns on ritual occasions because they symbolized power and sovereignty, and images of crowned kings capture and fix those attributes.

The “Jewish hat” is just as ideological, and considerably more complicated, a sign. The first complication is that it is by no means certain that in the period and place where the iconography was developed—eleventh-century northwestern Europe—Jewish men regularly wore hats at all or regarded covering the head as a religious obligation. It is important at this point to consider the nature of early medieval Jewish life. There is a widespread tendency (evident especially though not exclusively in Hollywood productions) to picture medieval Franco-German Jewish communities as purer versions of the Polish shtetl or the ultra-Orthodox neighborhoods of Brooklyn, teeming with black-hatted, heavy-coated scholars devoted night and day to intense study of the Talmud, splendidly isolated from and oblivious to the outside Christian world. This is a seriously inaccurate impression.7 Like their forebears, eleventh-century Jews strove daily to maintain their religious traditions and to observe Jewish law, but living in the Latin West posed unique challenges.8 Most Jewish communities in eleventh-century northern Europe were small and quite scattered. While one or two of the largest may have numbered as many as a thousand souls, the average size of a Jewish community was probably closer to one hundred, with the smallest consisting of just a handful of individuals.9 Some Jews were the only members of their faith in their village. Many communities worshipped in private houses, as they could not afford (or felt no need for) a separate synagogue building, and no community boasted a full-time rabbi or religious teacher.10 The great Jewish scholars of the period supplemented their incomes by working as merchants, vintners, or craftsmen; other Jews worked the land or possessed land worked by Christian peasants.11 Scholars of any kind were a minority; the average Jewish male adult was supposed to know some Hebrew, but actual command of the language varied widely, and we have several texts attesting that some Jewish men knew no Hebrew at all.12 Under such conditions Jews were of necessity economically and to a certain extent culturally and socially integrated into their Christian surroundings: they lived on the same streets and sometimes in the same buildings as Christians; they bought food and goods from, and sold them to, Christians; they entertained Christians at their tables and employed them in their homes; they attended Christian trade fairs, went on outings with Christian nobles, and (when it suited them) aired their grievances in Christian courts.13 Jewish mothers suckled their Gentile neighbors’ babies when their own failed fully to drain their breasts, and they called on the same pagan goddess to protect their children as did their Christian counterparts.14 The fact that, according to Rabbi Samson ben Abraham of Sens (d. ca. 1230), it was customary for young Jewish men to celebrate a friend’s wedding by conducting a rowdy joust on horseback shows vividly enough that even as late as the thirteenth century, when various restrictions had begun to socially distance Jews from Christians, we are dealing with a culture far from the shtetls of Poland.15

How did such communities approach the issue of covering the head? Jewish law and tradition are far less clear on the question than might be thought. The Hebrew scriptures say nothing about prescribed headgear for anyone other than the high priest and his sons, whose head coverings signified their priestly status.16 Although the Talmud praises men for covering their heads, especially during prayer, apparently even in Babylonian academic centers only married scholars of consequence habitually did so; in Palestine even pious scholars seem not to have covered their heads.17 If such vagueness and diversity of opinion prevailed among the Talmudic sages, one would hardly expect greater clarity or rigor from medieval authorities. And indeed, there was no consensus about the subject among medieval rabbis. In fact, they rarely discussed it—a strong signal that no great significance was invested in head coverings and also that no sharp change in practice was taking place. Most scholars apparently followed the Palestinian approach in not requiring that the head be covered during blessings, prayer, or study, much less during the course of daily business.18 Abraham ben Nathan of Lunel, a well-regarded rabbi from late-twelfth-century France, recorded that he prayed bareheaded, and there is no reason to think that this was a daring departure or that he was alone.19 Starting around the mid-thirteenth century, the wearing of hats did become more common among Jewish men (for reasons explored in chapter 4), but it was not until well after the end of the Middle Ages that covering the head both inside and outside the synagogue became standard practice for religious Jews.20

Finally, there is little reason to think that those eleventh-century Jews who did cover their heads—and some surely must have, whether out of piety, dignity, or simply to ward off the cold—would have sported pointed or otherwise distinctively “Jewish” hats. At various points in history Jews did seem to wear headgear not unlike the pileum cornutum: they are portrayed wearing pointed hats in Assyrian reliefs of the ninth century BCE (as are many other peoples) and probably wore the peaked Persian felt cap during their subjection to Persian rule.21 But they did so because Jews generally conformed outwardly to the society in which they lived; it would strain credulity to assume that such ancient garb was worn in an unbroken tradition during the intervening millennium and a half, in lands far from Persian dominions, and leaving no further trace in the visual or textual record. The unchanging nature of Jewish customs and observances is a common trope, positively asserted by many Jews and negatively by many non-Jews, but it is a completely unhistorical one. Talmudic discussions of head coverings mention not hats or caps but the sudra, a wrapped kerchief or turban common in Babylon, while Greek and Roman texts indicate that Hellenized Jews wore no distinctive costume.22 Jews in Muslim lands wore turbans identical to those of their Muslim neighbors.23

The few surviving early medieval references to Jewish clothing likewise suggest that Jews dressed no differently from their Gentile neighbors. The only aspect of their attire that attracted comment was the luxury displayed by wealthier Jews. Bishop Agobard of Lyons (d. 840), a notably dyspeptic cleric who bitterly resented the favor shown Jews by Carolingian rulers, complained about the ostentation of Jewish women’s dresses; to the bishop’s disgust, these dresses were gifts from the emperor’s female relatives and other palace noblewomen, and they presumably reflected the latest court fashions.24 Another ninth-century text, a biography of Pope Gregory the Great by John the Deacon, associates Jews with a certain kind of hat, but one made of fur, and it does so in the context of scolding a Christian bishop for wearing a fur hat in preference to more customary clerical headgear.25 In the tenth and eleventh centuries Jewish merchants are known to have traded in luxurious garments and textiles, including furs, gold-brocaded cloth, and silks, some of which were imported from Muslim lands; though the merchants and their families may well have worn such exotic clothing themselves, this would not have made them stand out in elite circles, as most of their customers were Christian noblemen and women.26 Contemporary descriptions of the Christian cleric Bodo, who converted to Judaism in the ninth century, note that upon his conversion he “allowed his hair and beard to grow long” and started to wear a sword but say nothing about covering his head, much less adopting any special kind of hat.27 In fact, the thrust of all accounts of Bodo’s conversion is to highlight not so much those changes that made him look more like a Jew but those that made him look less like a cleric. Conversely, when a certain (unnamed) Jew converted to Christianity in the early eleventh century, we are told that because he became a priest he shaved off his beard and “affected baldness on his head” (that is, adopted the clerical tonsure), but nothing is said of his abandoning any “Jewish” headgear.28 The famous French rabbi Rashi (d. 1105) mentions in passing that when a person is warm he takes off his kumta (cap) or sudra (turban), but, again, nothing in the comment suggests that these were widespread, peculiarly Jewish, or religiously meaningful fashion items.29 The earliest Jewish textual reference to Jewish headgear cited in the major modern study of Jewish costume dates to 1295; the earliest Christian reference is a 1267 ordinance from Breslau.30

In sum, we have no reason to think that in eleventh-century Europe the wearing of hats by Jews was either a new or a (newly noted) general custom, that covering the head was considered a central element of Jewish observance, or that those Jews who did wear hats wore characteristic or conspicuously pointed ones. The only evidence we really have for the wearing of pointed “Jewish hats” by medieval Jews prior to the thirteenth century is art.31 And it hardly seems satisfactory to answer the question posed by our images by citing the very images we are trying to explain.

2. The Sign of the Hat

If it has proven fruitless to look to actual sartorial practice to explain the emergence of the “Jewish hat” in eleventh-century art, this should not come as a surprise. Medieval images served many purposes: they glorified God, embodied sanctity, told tales, radiated authority, and inspired miracles, but they did not seek to document their surroundings.32 Even when images did reflect reality, it was because that particular reality was invested with special meaning, and its representation therefore expressed important religious or political ideas. And so we have come back to the questions I posed at the outset: Why did an identifying sign for Jews suddenly become necessary at the dawn of the high Middle Ages? And what was the sign of the pointed “Jewish hat” trying to say?33

For some time scholars believed they had an answer. In A History of Jewish Costume, Alfred Rubens claims that the very first appearance of the pointed “Jewish hat” in art was in the painted initials of the Stavelot Bible, a giant two-volume illustrated Bible made for the Abbey of Stavelot in the region known as Lotharingia, or Lorraine (now Belgium).34 [Fig. 2] This Bible is conveniently signed by its scribe, a rather charming monk called Goderanus, who is humble about his virtues but tangibly (and justifiably) proud of his handiwork. At the end of the Bible Goderanus tells us not only his name and his hopes and dreams for himself and his brother monks but also the year of the manuscript’s completion: “I, Goderanus, a sinner, and Brother Ernesto, my helper and comrade in that labor, commit this and a companion volume to the Abbey of Stavelot.… We have written both these volumes constantly and most diligently for almost four years.… And it is now the 1097th year of the Incarnation of the Lord … in the Fifth Indiction, with Emperor Henry IV ruling and as an army of Christians is violently driving against the pagans.”35 What a perfect context for the birth of anti-Jewish iconography: the Bible was made during the First Crusade in the very heartland of Godfrey of Bouillon, Duke of Lower Lorraine, first Latin ruler of Jerusalem, and allegedly one of the instigators of the terrible anti-Jewish attacks perpetrated by fanatical crusaders on their way to the Holy Land in the spring of 1096.36 Is it any wonder that Bernhard Blumenkranz, the first great historian of anti-Jewish art, identified 1096 as the crucial turning point in the Christian representation of the Jew and found the inspiration for the new anti-Jewish imagery in the hatred and prejudice fanned by the First Crusade?37
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FIG. 2

Unfortunately, there are several reasons why this theory does not convince. For one thing, it is hard to see how or why this iconographical sign might reflect or promote crusader anti-Judaism. There is nothing overtly anti-Jewish in Goderanus’s use of the “Jewish hat” in his biblical illustration. The hat appears on the heads of the prophets Joel, Abdias (Obadiah), and Zacharias—revered Old Testament figures whose writings were accepted by Goderanus and his Christian contemporaries as the true word of God and who were never denigrated in the medieval Christian tradition. And although Goderanus seems to endorse the idea of a holy war against the “pagans,” he doesn’t mention, much less praise, crusader attacks on Jews, which were certainly not part of the official Crusade program and which were roundly condemned by ecclesiastical authorities, the Emperor Henry IV (patron of Stavelot), and at least one monastic chronicler.38 Nor should we be misled by the fact that the pointed “Jewish hat” looks somewhat odd to our eyes. In spite of its resemblance to the modern dunce cap, the shape of the hat would not have appeared ludicrous to medieval viewers, who were accustomed to seeing headgear of quite extreme sizes and shapes on a range of figures in art, and probably also in life. Indeed, the closest analogue to the pileum cornutum was the headgear of the pope—the papal tiara (to which, I argue below, it was in fact related).
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FIG. 3

A more basic problem with Blumenkranz’s approach is the fact that Goderanus placed the same pointed hat on the heads of Hebrew prophets in an earlier manuscript, a Bible he made for the monastery of Lobbes (also in Belgium), which he completed in the year 1084.39 [Fig. 3; see also color insert] Unless Goderanus was something of a prophet himself, able to foresee the First Crusade eleven years before it was preached (not to mention its unauthorized anti-Jewish digressions), we cannot look to crusader ideology to explain the introduction of the “Jewish hat.”

In fact, the “Jewish hat” was not invented for the Lobbes Bible either. Although the example of the Stavelot and Lobbes Bibles reveals how tricky it is to try to define a starting point for any artistic trend in so ill-documented a period as the Middle Ages, I have been able to trace the “Jewish hat” at least as far back as the year 1015. Nor is this the first appearance of the pointed hat, which has a long and complicated history in Christian art before it finally lands on the head of a Jew in the early eleventh century. In order to understand how and why it got there, and what it meant to the people who painted and viewed it, we need to examine the circumstances and concerns—artistic, social, and religious—of its moment of birth and explore the visual and social sources drawn upon by the artists.

3. Dressed in Authority

The earliest surviving appearance of the “Jewish hat” is in a manuscript known as the Second Gospel Book of Bishop Bernward of Hildesheim, which dates to about 1015.40 Jewish figures wear distinctive pointed hats in two different illustrations in this manuscript. [Fig. 4] The first illustration shows, in its upper register, Saint John the Baptist preaching to a group of four men; below, Christ stands with four disciples.41 In the preaching scene the Baptist, on the right, is young, beardless, and barefoot; his listeners on the left are bearded and dressed in elaborate gold-trimmed cloaks and red shoes. One of these figures carries a book, the foremost holds a long, thin staff, and all wear tallish, slightly backward-curved pointed hats.42

Who are these men? John’s audience is not specifically identified in the Gospel of Mark (the biblical book this image precedes), which says only “John was in the desert, baptizing and preaching the baptism of penance, unto remission of sins,” with the next verse noting that “all Judea went out to him … to be baptized.” In the Gospel of Matthew John’s auditors are called “Pharisees and Sadducees,” and in the Gospel of John, “priests and Levites.”43 We can conclude, then, that these behatted figures are generally meant to be religious leaders of the Judean Jewish community.

In the second image, the figures can be identified more precisely. [Fig. 5] The Last Supper is depicted above and Judas’s betrayal below, as narrated in Luke 22:4–5: “And [Judas] went and discoursed with the chief priests and the magistrates, how he might betray him to them. And they were glad and covenanted to give him money.” In both scenes Judas, the greatest villain in Christian history, is visually distinguished only in that he wears greenish-bluish clothing, whereas the other disciples resemble a heavenly company, all in white.44 By contrast, the “chief priest and magistrates” of the betrayal scene are clearly demarcated: they wear the same distinctive hats as the Judean elders listening to the Baptist’s sermon.

In this manuscript, then, the pointed hat is twice associated with “Jewish” New Testament figures. This is apparently the first time that any such association was made. But why? What does this association mean? The hat cannot possibly serve to identify the figures as Jews: as noted above, there is no evidence that Jews wore such headgear in Bernward’s day, the pointed hat had never been used as a Jewish artistic symbol before this moment, and, indeed, most Jewish figures in this manuscript wear no hats. Nor can the hat be seen as somehow acting as a vehicle for vilification. In the second scene the Jewish associates of Judas are of course unabashedly villainous. But it is less clear that the auditors of John the Baptist are equally depraved. Although the Gospel of Matthew is aggressively hostile toward the Pharisees and Sadducees against whom the Baptist rails, the Gospel of Luke, which the betrayal image prefaces, is far less so, and both texts claim that “all Judea” was eventually baptized, making these figures potential converts to Christianity. Indeed, practically the same hat appears in one more image in this manuscript: not on the heads of priests, Pharisees, or other opponents of Christ but on the heads of his first devotees: the Three Magi. [Fig. 6]
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FIG. 5

This third image provides the key to the meaning of the sign. For the hat that is habitually referred to as the “Jewish hat” is in fact primarily linked to the Three Magi in early medieval art.45 Sometimes in the guise of the forward-falling Phrygian cap, but sometimes as straighter, tall, peaked caps or, as here, backward-falling pointed hats, the Magi’s pointed headgear appears as early as the third century on a Gallo-Syrian sarcophagus from southern France and can be found on objects as diverse as a Coptic ivory plaque from sixth-century Egypt, mosaics from sixth-century Ravenna, Italy, and a stone carving from eighth-century Spain.46 The Magi and King Herod wear identical pointed caps in manuscripts almost exactly contemporary to the Bernward Gospels.47

Because the Gospels provide very little information about these “wise men” who traveled to Bethlehem to pay homage to the newborn king of the Jews, saying only that they came from the East and saw his birth written in a star, early Christians were free to develop a variety of ideas about their status and origin.48 Tertullian (d. 220) assumed they were high-born Persian priests;49 another early author known as Pseudo-Augustine believed that they came from the mysterious eastern land called Hevilath famed for its gold;50 a third, anonymous text calls them Chaldeans.51 Isidore of Seville, the great encyclopedist of the seventh century, sees them as astrologers,52 while various other writers, inspired by Psalm 71:10–11 (“The kings of Tarshish and all the islands shall offer presents; the kings of the Arabians and of Saba shall bring gifts”), identify them as Arabian kings.53 Accordingly, when Western artists imagined the garb of the Magi they dressed them in vaguely “Eastern” and “archaic” fashion, characterized especially by “Phrygian” tunics and leggings and by hats that recalled one of three kinds of antique Eastern headgear: [Fig. 7] the soft cap with a forward-falling peak known as the Phrygian cap (often shown on Persian characters or on classical personifications), the somewhat taller pointed cap said to have been worn by pagan priests, or the similar, though less soft, pointed tiaras that functioned as crowns on the heads of ancient kings.54 Pointed caps were also adopted as court dress in the Byzantine Empire, perhaps as early as the tenth century.55 The pointed hat or cap was thus associated in Christian thought and art with Easternness, antiquity, esoteric knowledge, priestly authority, and/or an exotic form of royalty—qualities eminently suited for the “wise men from the East” who came to pay homage to Christ, king of kings.56
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FIG. 7

If the painter of the Bernward Gospel Book drew on earlier sources for his depiction of the Magi, like any other creative artist he nevertheless used his models in his own way and modified inherited forms to suit his own needs and culture.57 Here, the representation of the Magi is shaped by contemporary political ideology: the Ottonians, the new and ambitious Germanic imperial dynasty named for its founder, Otto I, sought in this period to solidify their position through ceremonial and artistic as well as military means. In this task they drew on ancient Roman rituals and forms—largely transmitted via the envied, revered, resented, and feared Byzantine Empire—to exalt themselves above all their rivals, even to the point of equating themselves with Christ himself.58 Bernward’s manuscript echoes this conflation of emperor and savior, depicting the wise men standing not beside the infant Jesus, as was usual, but beneath him. They raise their hands to offer their gifts in a way directly analogous to the personifications of the subject peoples often depicted in Ottonian art paying tribute to the Holy Roman emperor.59 [Fig. 8] Bernward’s image thus underscores the fact that though the Magi may be endowed with regal and/or priestly wisdom, power, and authority, they recognize and submit to a greater Lord above themselves. Just as the emperor demonstrated his imperial status by receiving the offerings of leaders beneath him, so the preeminence of Christ is confirmed by this act of tribute. Paradoxically, because the illustrations of this manuscript, unusually for Ottonian art, emphasize the humanity and humility of Christ (portraying him, for example, as a swaddled infant rather than an enthroned youth), the dignity and glory of those who bow to him have all the more to be highlighted; hence the Magi’s particularly fantastical and luxurious attire.60 Their orientalized and stately clothing and headgear show simultaneously their wisdom in recognizing the supreme king and their worthiness to pay homage to him, while the archaic nature of their appearance underscores their supersession by his coming.
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FIG. 8

If the pointed hat signifies antique or Eastern wisdom and authority, what are we to make of the fact that “Jewish” figures wear it as well? Why do John’s auditors and Judas’s paymasters share the headgear of ancient priests and Asiatic kings? One possible explanation is that the Judeans’ hats, like their gold-trimmed clothing and long golden staff, were primarily markers of rank, intended to single out these figures as eminent priests and leaders—at the 1014 coronation of Henry II as Holy Roman emperor, the king was surrounded by twelve senators carrying staffs of office.61 In so hierarchical and status-conscious a culture as Ottonian Germany, a person was measured by the dignity of his enemies as much as of his friends—for a mere knight to slay a royal kinsman and prince was a particularly abhorrent offense.62 Bishop Bernward or his artist may have felt that the men who heard but rejected the message of Christ’s forerunner and who engineered the death of Christ himself, though grievously culpable sinners, had to be endowed with a grandeur at least equal to those who served him if his dignity was to be preserved. The image may also seek to identify Jesus’s opponents with the “East,” reflecting the Ottonians’ vexed relationship with the far older and wealthier Byzantine Empire, whose status (and princesses) they coveted even as they denied its claims to precedence.63 The hats of the Jewish priests and Pharisees, then, help to reconfigure the career of Christ as a (successful) contest for sovereignty and dominion, paralleling the Ottonians’ own struggle to dominate not Jews but rather their own imperial predecessors, their noble challengers, their clerical retainers, and their Greek rivals.

But I do not think this explanation fully satisfies; it is a bit too impoverishing to reduce the inventive images of this Gospel Book solely to a matter of rank and dignity, even when the king in question is Christ. Perhaps some Ottonian Christians did indeed view divinity through such a monochromatic lens, but for most human beings, then as now, religious imagination is more complex. The Bernward Gospels were made for a complex and sophisticated man indeed. Bernward of Hildesheim (d. 1022) was a powerful political player who at the very end of his life became a monk and who eventually came to be venerated as a saint. Born into a noble Saxon family, Bishop Bernward entered clerical orders as a young man and received a first-rate education in Christian literature and theology, as well as unusually extensive training in the “mechanical arts”—manuscript illumination and goldsmithing. After a brief stint in the service of the archbishop of Mainz, he became tutor and adviser to the young Emperor Otto III, by whom he was named bishop of Hildesheim in 993. Bernward understood as fully as any of his contemporaries the multifaceted nature of power, and throughout his career he creatively and effectively drew on personal, political, administrative, intellectual, and aesthetic resources to promote his chief interests, which included defending the prerogatives of the church of Hildesheim, promoting monastic and clerical reform in his diocese, and, most especially, adorning his cathedral and the monastery he founded nearby with the most splendid and innovative possible works of art. Bernward is credited with, among other things, reviving the art of bronze casting in Germany after a hiatus of almost two hundred years and helping to spark the reappearance of monumental sculpture across Europe. He is now known primarily as one of the greatest of all medieval artistic patrons.64

Bernward was also an innovator in another way: he was in the forefront of a new trend in Western Christianity to focus devotion on the vulnerable and human as well as on the divine and triumphant Christ.65 The causes of this new interest in Christ’s humanity are the subject of considerable debate.66 Some scholars have suggested that the approach of the thousandth anniversaries of Christ’s birth and crucifixion redirected attention to his human life and death. Others hypothesize that increasing agricultural returns and improved life expectancy following improvements in the weather may have rendered Christians less inclined to seek escape from the material world and more open to thinking about Christ’s earthly existence, rather than just his heavenly reign. The relief and optimism brought about by the cessation of Viking attacks and Otto I’s decisive victory over invading Magyars in 955 may have had a similar effect. Intensified contact with the Byzantine world, which had a deeper tradition of engagement with Christ’s humanity than the early medieval West, is also likely associated with the new religiosity. Whatever the causes of the new devotional emphasis, its effects are less in doubt: toward the end of the tenth century and in the first half of the eleventh, the mortal birth, fleshly body, and—especially—the corporeal death of Jesus Christ received increased emphasis in western Christian worship. With this trend grew a desire to touch and see tangible traces of Jesus’s earthly existence. The visual encounter with Jesus’s image consequently gained in religious import. Such physical contact and visual encounters took a variety of forms, including intensified collection and veneration of relics of the True Cross (among the only material fragments associated with Jesus’s physical body to remain in this world);67 a surge of interest in pilgrimage to the Holy Land, site of Jesus’s birth, career, and death; the veneration (new in northern Europe) of freestanding religious images, especially images of the Virgin and Child;68 the abandonment of the Carolingian reluctance to extensively illustrate the human life of Christ;69 and a heightened liturgical role accorded crosses and crucifixes—including greater use of the altar cross, the addition of images of Jesus to processional crosses, and the introduction into churches of large-scale crucifixes suspended from the ceiling or choir arch.70

Few eleventh-century Christians were more devoted to the human Christ or eager to visually contemplate his bodily image than Bernward of Hildesheim. The sight of Christ was so central to Bernward’s faith that he enshrined it in the epitaph he chose for his own tombstone: “I know that my Redeemer lives, and that on the last day I will be raised up from the earth, and I will again be enveloped in my skin, and in my flesh I will see God my Savior, whom I myself shall see and my eyes shall perceive, and no other. This my hope is stored in my breast.”71 While he was anticipating that final face-to-face encounter, Bernward meanwhile tried to approach God made man through images. As the historian Henry Mayr-Harting has remarked, “Bernward’s patronage of art seems almost in the nature of a mystical experience.”72 The splendid works of art he commissioned were not simply designed to glorify Christianity through opulence, they were intended to move Christians through creative and stirring visual expression. The large wooden crucifix that he gave to the canonesses of Ringelheim sometime between 1000 and 1020 is an extraordinarily touching and human image, and the silver crucifix made for Bernward sometime after 1007, which shelters a True Cross relic in a cavity in the corpus of Christ, is among the first such objects in Latin Christendom to show a vulnerable and dying Jesus slumped on the cross.73 [Fig. 9] This combination of an intense devotional focus on the human body of Christ, together with obviously potent aesthetic sensibilities, led Bernward to place visual experience at the center of his spirituality.

These two tendencies—to draw pious inspiration from Christ’s humanity and to exalt the spiritual importance of vision—come together in Bernward’s Second Gospel Book; they are also, I believe, directly related to the function of the pointed hat. A recent publication on the manuscript notes that in the Nativity/Adoration scene the Magi are posed strangely: not so as to give gifts but so that they can look at the star above them.74 I would modify this observation slightly: their glances are actually trained on the Christ Child himself, lying in a crib illuminated by the light of the celestial star. There is, I think, considerable significance to this fact. One other depiction of Christ’s starlit crib appears in the manuscript—in the frontispiece to the Gospel of John, directly below a shining image of a beautiful young Christ in Majesty. This second image is a rare and creative illustration of John 1:14: “And we saw his glory, glory as of the only begotten Son of the Father, full of his grace and truth.”75 [Fig. 10] The rays of starlight shining on the swaddled Child adored by the Magi, then, indicate that in token of and as reward for their faith, the Magi were granted heavenly illumination. When the wise men from the East pierce the frame of the image and gaze on the human infant Christ, they can simultaneously see the radiant, divine, glory-filled God—just what Bernward himself (like Saint Paul before him) so yearned for.
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FIG. 9

This same vision of the divine and glorious Son of the Father is precisely what is being offered the Jewish elders in the Preaching of John the Baptist scene. Through the words and person of the prophet, and in the layout of the very page they are painted on—which depicts Christ standing just below them—the Judeans are offered a view of the God made man. However, the attitude of these elders contrasts markedly with that of the Magi whom they otherwise so resemble. Whereas the Magi look to the space above them, recognize the divinity in the newborn child, and submit with joy, the Judeans are poised in indecision: they stand stiff and frozen, clinging to a closed book and a staff that is slipping awkwardly out of its holder’s hand—signs indicative of lost wisdom and waning authority.76 And though the elders look toward John, they are unable to follow his downward gaze and pierce the frame of the image as the Magi do to behold Christ, who is welcomed by humbler and more discerning souls in the scene directly below.
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FIG. 10

The three “chief priests and magistrates” depicted in the Betrayal of Judas scene, who also fail to look at, much less to see and recognize, Christ (visible just above) contrast even more sharply with the Magi. The treasure they give in gift is not the tribute of acolytes but the blood money of executioners, and the grief they cause is movingly expressed in the tears pouring down the Virgin Mary’s face in the Crucifixion scene on the very next folio.

In these three images featuring pointed hats, then, Bernward’s manuscript starkly lays out three different possible reactions to the sight of Christ in the flesh. And this, I believe, is the primary function of the unusual and unprecedented sign of the pointed hat in this manuscript: to render the Magi and the Jewish elders commensurable, forcing the viewer to do exactly what I have just done—compare and contrast the two sets of figures, note their visual similarities, and meditate upon their spiritual differences.77 Both groups wear hats, signs of knowledge and authority, and so can lay claim to antique learning and high religious office. Both groups are offered a glimpse of the truth, in the form of the sight of Christ. Yet each group wields its powers of perception to radically different ends. By looking so alike and reacting so differently, these behatted figures crystallize the choices facing anyone who contemplates the truth, who in the flesh or on the page comes face-to-face with Christ.

One can certainly read into this use of the pointed hat an anti-Jewish message, a visual concretization of the verbal critiques (of Pharisaic/Judaic blindness, arrogance, stagnancy) that inform so many Christian texts, including the Gospels themselves. But I suspect that contemporary Jews would not have been the only, or even the primary, people associated with the elders. It is surely no accident that just in this period imperial bishops, whose political, ecclesiastical, and liturgical importance was increasing in the decades around 1000 and who consequently began to display augmented signs of authority, were adopting a new form of headgear.78 Whereas before the late tenth century bishops had worn circular bands as signs of temporal power, in Bernward’s lifetime they began to wear the conical cap known as the miter, a modified version of the papal tiara, which in turn was based on the same antique sources that inspired the hats of the Magi.79 When Bernward of Hildesheim looked upon the headgear of the men who were offered his own heart’s desire—the chance to look upon the Son of God in the flesh—he saw not his Jewish subjects and neighbors but himself. Because the pointed hat signals not Jewishness but knowledge and authority, it functions not to distinguish Jews from Christians but to link the medieval Christian bishop to his ancient forerunners, Gentile and Judean. By tracing the path of the pointed hat from magus to elder to magistrate, he might contemplate in turn the great prize, the difficult test, and the terrible fate that faced a prelate of power and learning, pride and wealth. The images in this manuscript, and the innovative iconography they unveil, bring together ancient garb, timeless scripture, and contemporary culture to simultaneously challenge, taunt, and give hope to the deeply pious, politically powerful, and intensely visual man for whom they were made.

4. Beyond the Page: Painted Hats, Living Symbol, and Unseeing Jews

I do not think, then, that we can read Bernward’s manuscript in the first instance as an anti-Jewish work. Indeed, there is little reason to suspect that Bernward harbored any particular personal antagonism toward Jews. He left no comment on Jews in his works, though he surely must have known some, perhaps quite well—he was closely associated with two archbishops of Mainz during the years when the famous Rabbi Gershom was living and teaching there, and a Jew named Kalonymus was close to Bernward’s student Emperor Otto III. Relations between Jews and some Ottonian prelates seem to have been quite good. One well-known story emphasizes the intensity of the grief experienced by the Jewish community of Magdeburg at the death of the archbishop.80

Nevertheless, there is some evidence that even before the making of Bernward’s Second Gospel Book, both the religious sensibility underlying its artistic innovations and the artistic trends to which it belonged prompted some Christians to think anew about Jewish “blindness.” The question of Jewish vision was the subject of a vigorous textual debate between a Christian convert to Judaism named Wecelin and a Catholic cleric named Henry, who was attached to the court of Emperor Henry II (r. 1002–24).81 At some point after his conversion Wecelin had disseminated a letter justifying his conversion and lambasting what he saw as the inconsistencies and errors of Christianity. The emperor, enraged by the attack, asked one of his priests to write a response. According to the chronicle in which both letters are recorded, the first subject debated in the exchange was Christ’s incarnation. Wecelin’s reason for rejecting the idea that God took on human flesh was that according to Exodus 33:20, “no man could see [God] and live.” In his response, the Christian cleric Henry reaffirmed both Jesus’s visibility during his time on earth and his continued visibility in medieval Christendom by quoting 1 Corinthians 1:23: “we preach Christ Crucified, an offense for Jews and foolishness to gentiles.” In this epistle Paul was referring to Jewish disgust at the idea of equating any man with God and to Gentile resistance to the idea of deifying a lowborn criminal executed in a humiliating fashion. But Henry changed the words of Paul’s declaration slightly: instead of calling the crucifixum a scandalum (offense) and stultitiam (foolishness), he added very concrete words, calling the crucifix a lapis offensionis et petra scandali, that is, “a stone of offense and a rock of scandal.”82 The addition of these material terms recalls to the mind not just the historical fact of the Crucifixion but its representation in physical objects: the crucifixes that were increasingly visible in his day were often encrusted with gems, if not generally carved from stone. Moreover, Henry goes on to tell his Jewish opponent: “Through the preaching [that you call foolishness] the arrogance of the world has already been overthrown, and upon the foreheads of kings you will see the trophy of the cross.” This phrase, too, invokes a tangible contemporary object: in the early eleventh century, a filigree cross was added to the top of the crown of the Holy Roman emperor, Henry’s patron.83 Henry spends the rest of the section criticizing Jewish “blindness,” by which he means their corrupted, corporeal way of looking. For perhaps the first time in Western Christendom, a diatribe against Jews’ inadequate vision and understanding cites not just the historical Christ or his scriptural prefiguring but also his artistic representation.

The images of unseeing Jews in Bernward’s Gospel Book echo such accusations. But they do much more than merely illustrate a theological position. Art can affect as well as reflect the culture that creates and views it. The combination of exalting the sight of the Christ while visually singling out those “blinded” Jews who could not properly contemplate it seems to have impelled some viewers to consider Jews in new and more negative ways. The new iconography lent immediacy and visceral force to a fairly traditional textual charge and so had significant repercussions for Christian attitudes toward real, living Jews. Though Bernward visually marked Christ’s Jewish interlocutors primarily as a spur for meditation on self rather than on Jewish “otherness,” not all his contemporaries were equally introspective. For them, shining a new spotlight on those ancient Jews who (in Christian thought) saw Christ in the flesh and yet didn’t believe seemed to highlight primarily the extent of Jewish “difference” and the depths of their iniquity. Thus, several contemporary texts and at least one contemporary image confirm that art was becoming a flashpoint for anti-Jewish animus in this period, often in the form of accusations of Jewish hostility and even violence toward Christ’s image. The monastic chronicler Adémar of Chabannes (fl. ca. 1025) asserted that an earthquake that struck Rome on Good Friday in the year 1020 was caused by Jews who mocked a crucifix, bringing God’s wrath on the entire city. According to Adémar, the city was secured only when the perpetrators were executed.84 At about the same time, a responsum of Rabbi Joseph Tob-Elem (d. 1030) notes that the Jews of the ecclesiastical province of Sens experienced “untold calamities” (in fact, a stiff fine) because they were somehow blamed for the destruction of a statue or cross (or perhaps a church ornament or a religious image; the source is unclear) in the region.85 Although there is reason to doubt the truth of both of these accusations, the very existence of such rumors, assumptions, or fictions suggests that Jews were increasingly regarded as “enemies” of Christian art and, most especially, of its most holy image, the crucifix.86 It is probably for this reason that at just this time Western Christendom finally began to embrace a centuries-old Byzantine exemplum (moralizing anecdote) about a crucifix that bled when mocked and struck by Jews. First mentioned in a sermon at the pro-image, anti-iconoclast Seventh Council of Nicaea in 787, the tale was translated into Latin as early as the ninth century but for two hundred years remained largely unknown in western Europe. In the eleventh century, however, it entered the Latin liturgy and quickly spread throughout the continent.87 The Jews’ antagonism toward the image of Christ had become an integral part of Catholic worship.

If Bernward’s Second Gospel Book cannot quite be considered a visual expression of hostility toward unseeing Jews, another image in a contemporary manuscript almost certainly can. From the very beginning of the popularity of Crucifixion imagery in the West, it had been traditional to include female personifications of Ecclesia (Church) and Synagoga (the Old Law) among the figures flanking the crucified Christ. In ninth- and tenth-century art, these two figures were generally identical to each other in dress and appearance, symbolizing the intimate connections between the Old Covenant and the New. The smooth and uncontested transition from the former to the latter was demonstrated by Synagoga’s actions: she usually walks calmly off to the right, while looking back to keep her gaze fixed on Jesus. [Fig. 11] However, a fundamental shift in the representation of Synagoga occurred in the later tenth century: Synagoga becomes increasingly deprived of her signs of respect: her once-intact staff is now shown as broken, and her crown as slipping off her head.88 In the early eleventh century one more twist was added: Synagoga lost her sight. The earliest surviving representation of a blinded Synagoga dates to Bernward of Hildesheim’s period, appearing in a manuscript known as the Uta Codex, which was made in Regensburg for the abbess of Niedermünster around 1025.89 In one of the Codex’s frontispieces, the Crucifixion is flanked on Christ’s right by three personifications: the Sun, Ecclesia (called Grace), and Life, as well as an image of the resurrection of the dead. On Christ’s left are likewise three personifications: the Moon, Synagoga (called Law), and Death, plus a depiction of the Torn Veil of the Temple. [Fig. 12] This complex program serves to underscore the importance of visual devotion. According to the art historian Adam Cohen, the chief function of the image was to demonstrate to the reader that the once unapproachable and cosmic God had not only become incarnate on earth but also was physically present for the nuns at Niedermünster.90 Physically present, that is, in the Eucharist, but also visually present in this very image. But the Uta Codex does more than use manuscript illumination to instruct and inspire Christians. It is one of the first works of art to condemn Jews’ lack of sight. For as Synagoga walks off to the right, her eyes are entirely blocked by the frame of the page. This image graphically demonstrates not only that “The Law Brings Destruction,” as Synagoga’s scroll announces, but that the cause of that destructiveness is her refusal to do what Bishop Bernward, the nuns of Niedermünster, and so many of their fellow Christians longed to do: gaze reverently at the image of Christ.91
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What do we learn from this look at the early-eleventh-century invention of the sign of the “Jewish hat”? First, it suggests that living medieval Jews were not the main inspiration for the first visually distinctive depictions of “Jewish” figures. Bernward’s artists based the basic shape of the hat not on Jewish apparel but on artistic precedents, and in deploying the hat in new ways they were influenced by internal—that is, wholly Christian—developments and imagery, both imperial and ecclesiastical. As Christians found themselves contemplating ever more visible and religiously significant images of Christ, they found it useful to consider, and to visually identify, other figures who also had been presented with the sight of Christ. A sign of high office, when applied to Pharisees and priests, drew attention to powerful and privileged viewers of Christ, so that those in similar positions of power and privilege might be forced to contemplate their own relative worth. At the same time, although contemporary Jews may not have inspired these images, the images may well have impelled Christians to regard contemporary Jews in a new, more suspicious light, just as the new prominence of the crucified God highlighted the Jews’ very different assessment of that image and figure.

Second, our inquiry indicates that the sign of the “Jewish hat” was not inescapably negative and did not necessarily enshrine a sense of utter difference. The pointed hat was associated with positive figures as well as nefarious ones, and if the comparison erected between the Magi and the Jewish elders was undoubtedly to the detriment of the latter, there is little sense in these Gospel images that the Jews’ failure lay in some inherent or inescapable “otherness” or iniquity. Even in the Uta Codex, Synagoga is blinded by her decision to turn away from Christ, and not by any inborn incapacity for faith or vision. If Christians came to hate and fear Jews (and I am not giving away any surprise ending by acknowledging that many, perhaps most, medieval Christians did eventually come to hate and fear Jews), it was not because they were seen as different from Gentiles in essence or ability.

Finally, it is surely no coincidence that the first specific iconography related to Jews—a hat resting on the foreheads of figures presented with a prospect of Christ, and a Synagoga blinded by her own refusal to look—appears just as the role of art in general, and images of the crucified Christ in particular, are beginning to take center stage in medieval Christian practice and to enter the hitherto text-bound realm of Jewish-Christian debate. But these ruminations did not lead to any single destination: the considerably more hostile reading of Jews’ relation to Christ’s image offered by some of Bernward’s contemporaries demonstrates the variability with which the subject of Jewish vision can be approached. Moreover, as the nature and role of Christian art evolved, so too did the depiction of the Jew.

5. Antique Prophets and “Modern” Priests

In identifying Bernward’s Second Gospel Book as the birthplace, or at least the earliest surviving example, of the “Jewish hat,” I do not mean to suggest that this manuscript or Bernward’s preoccupations rigidly dictated the sign’s meaning or subsequent use. In fact, the iconography devised for Judean elders in Bernward’s Gospel Book did not immediately revolutionize the representation of Jews in art. Bernward himself employed it in no other work of art that we know of. [Fig. 13] Conical hats slightly different in appearance do show up on the heads of New Testament Jews identified as “princes of the priests and elders of the people who plot to take and kill Jesus” in at least one other eleventh-century manuscript—a liturgical book from Reichenau dating to about 1056.92 Presumably they serve there to signal the figures’ status and high office. And a fresco of John the Baptist Preaching in the Danish church of Jelling dating to about 1100 seems fairly closely modeled on the corresponding image in Bernward’s Second Gospel Book, complete with pointed hats.93 But there are few other surviving mid-eleventh-century uses of the peaked or pointed hat in association with Jewish figures; the sign continued to function primarily as a marker for Eastern learning, antiquity, and authority. Then, toward the end of the century, pointed hats reappear in association with Jews—this time not just New Testament Judaic elders and priests but Old Testament prophets, figures who had never before been endowed with such attributes. And so we come back, finally, to Goderanus, our innovative and allegedly anti-Semitic Belgian scribe and monk.
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FIG. 13

Like the artworks commissioned by Bernward, the Lobbes Bible, completed by Goderanus in the year 1084, lays claim to a series of influential firsts.94 It was one of the first illuminated Bible manuscripts made in the Holy Roman Empire to include the Hebrew scriptures (previously scribes and illuminators had focused on the Gospels and liturgical texts).95 It is the earliest surviving manuscript whose decoration consists solely of historiated initials (that is, large initial letters with figures and scenes painted inside), and the number and variety of these initials is likewise without precedent. Many scenes and themes in the Lobbes initials, such as Daniel seated among the lions and the brazen serpent perched on top of a column (Numbers 21:4–9), are the first documented of their kind. Its style, too, is new, displaying a solidness of figure and color that will come to dominate Romanesque painting.96 And if Goderanus was not the first to use the pointed hat as a Jewish sign, he seems to have been the first to transfer the hat from New Testament priests and Pharisees, communal leaders and office holders who might be expected to display signs of authority, to Hebrew prophets—spiritual advisers who had never before been endowed with such signs. What induced this transfer, and what, in this new context, did the pointed hat come to mean?

For reasons detailed above, I believe we can rule out anti-Judaism as a primary motivation. That is, in spite of the pointed hat’s previous (occasional) association with the Gospel opponents of Christ, it was not here intended to mark “Jews” as evil or different. In fact, I think it unlikely that Goderanus was thinking of figures we would consider “Jews” at all. Instead, to Goderanus and his contemporaries, these representations of Hebrew prophets would have suggested something very different.

As we have seen, the principal associations of the pointed hat were priestly or royal dignity, Eastern exoticism, and antique authority. Bernward drew on all of these qualities in his search to express his sense of episcopal status, privilege, and aspirations. In the Lobbes initials, Goderanus emphasizes only the last of these traits. Unlike the Magi and priests in Bernward’s manuscript, these prophets wear relatively simple clothing—colored cloaks over pale robes, displaying little in the way of luxury, rank, or exoticism. Also unlike Bernward’s priests and elders, these prophets carry no staffs or tokens of power or high office, nor do they sit on thrones. Indeed, one would not expect them to: the Hebrew prophets, many of whom were of modest birth, were distinguished not for high office or glorious lineage but for their spiritual insight and for the courage and righteousness with which they faced down power and privilege and championed the humble. Goderanus’s prophets, accordingly, display not staffs or scepters but emblems that had long been associated in Christian art with antique wisdom. Each carries the words of his own ancient prophecy inscribed on a scroll, the classical form of the book,97 and, in contrast with the Jewish elders in Bernward’s manuscript, some of whom had beards and some of whom did not, all the Lobbes prophets are bearded (Jeremiah has a five o’clock shadow rather than a beard, but this is an exception that proves the rule: he is mourning in the initial, and according to his own prophetic book, shaving or plucking the beard was a sign of mourning: Jeremiah 41:5; 48:37). Thus, Goderanus combined the new sign of the pointed hat with two other symbols (the scroll and the beard), neither of which would have struck the eleventh-century viewer as particularly evocative of either contemporary Jews or the First Crusade, much less as conveying hatred of Jews.98

This assertion that the beard would not have been regarded—yet—as peculiarly Jewish may come as a surprise to those accustomed to considering beard wearing a central marker of Jewish religiosity. But in early medieval Jewish law and custom the status of the beard, like that of the head covering, is surprisingly indeterminate. The Hebrew Bible forbids the clipping or shaving of the corners or sides of the beard (so as to produce a pointed beard), but it does not require that Jewish males wear beards, nor does it ban the trimming of beards outright.99 In the Mishnah (redacted ca. 220), only close shaving of the beard with a razor is forbidden; trimming with scissors and even the rough use of a razor seem to be permitted.100 Some Babylonian Talmudic sages forbade the removal of the beard by any means; others were less strict.101 Although the reception of the Talmud in the West probably did inspire European Jews to endow beard wearing with religious significance, and it is likely that pious Jewish men did begin to favor beards, medieval rabbinic texts do not provide clear information or guidance on the subject. For much of the Middle Ages it seems to have been quite common for Jewish men to remove their beards with scissors, and perhaps even with a razor.102 Though pietists of the thirteenth century endorsed beards as signs of wisdom and piety and condemned shaving as a form of assimilation, we have no such texts from the eleventh century; moreover, the pietists’ frequent laments suggest that even in the thirteenth century a disturbing (to the reformers) number of Jewish men eschewed beards in spite of the strictures.103

Even if most Jewish men, or at least the most pious among them, were bearded in the eleventh century, beards could hardly have been seen by either Jews or Christians as distinctly Jewish features, since at that period beards were common among Christian men as well. There are frequent references to beards in Latin sources. To cite just a few: the Book of Miracles of Saint Faith (written ca. 1010) notes that a layman who became a cleric performed the ritual of shaving his beard and head.104 An early-eleventh-century Count of Flanders (Baldwin IV, d. 1036) was nicknamed “Belle-Barbe” (“Beautiful Beard”). And early medieval law codes specify quite stringent penalties for the gross insult of pulling or plucking someone’s beard.105 Beards feature prominently in many ruler portraits, and in genealogical trees emperors are shown with longer beards than kings, and kings with longer beards than dukes, etc.106 This is due to their cultural significance: because beards can be grown only by mature males, they had long been regarded in medieval Europe, as in many other cultures and eras, as signs of virility, age, and wisdom.107 So, for example, the reformer Peter Damian (d. 1072) interpreted David’s beard as a sign of strength and a prefiguring of Christ’s divine wisdom.108

However, in the mid-to-late eleventh century a subtle but detectable shift in beard practice was apparently taking place, and the beard began to acquire new and more fraught significance.109 There had always been a divergence regarding shaving in the Eastern and Western churches: clerics were generally bearded in the East and clean-shaven in the West. With the exacerbation of tensions between the Latin and Greek churches in the eleventh century, the significance of this disparity between clerical beard customs intensified, and Roman Catholic authorities began to insist far more stringently than previously that clerics shave their beards.110 At the same time, shaving was beginning to become more fashionable among laymen in the Holy Roman Empire. We know this because moralists, by nature conservative, disapproved of the change: Abbot Siegfried of Gorze, writing to his friend Abbot Poppo of Stavelot in 1043 (head of the same monastery where Goderanus worked fifty years later), called the cutting of beards “a shameful custom of the vulgar French.”111 Around the same time, a man was deemed to have failed a judicial ordeal not because he had actually committed the crime of which he was accused but because he had “shaved like a cleric rather than letting his beard grow as a layman should.”112 The fashion of shaving nevertheless spread; within a couple of decades it seems to have become fairly common across northern Europe, and the beard came to be viewed as a sign of senility, distance, or difference. By 1105 a monk could write disapprovingly not of shaving but of beards, which, he said, made Christians look like Saracens (not, it is worth noting, like Jews).113 In Goderanus’s day, then, beards, though still common among Christians, and though still embodying age and wisdom, accrued some different and fairly exotic connotations: an aura of worldliness, a whiff of the outdated past, or a hint of Muslim or Greek “Easternness.” Bearded faces contrasted starkly with the clean-shaven visages of Latin priests, which consequently came across as modern, Western, and spartan.

It is this constellation of qualities, and this contrast, rather than Jewish religious practice, that was evoked by Goderanus’s employment of the conjoined signs of the beard, the scroll, and the antique cap and/or turban to embody Hebrew prophecy. The prophets’ overall appearances suggest a new approach to the biblical past. Bishop Bernward had viewed biblical history (and so represented biblical Jews) in relation to very timely questions of power, office, and sovereignty, and especially to his pressing desire to believe that the mighty could visualize God. He thus envisioned Judean elders as comparable to Ottonian bishops (even though they acted erroneously). By contrast, the Belgian monk Goderanus contemplated Hebrew scripture (and represented scriptural Hebrews) through the lens of distance, age, and time and saw Hebrew prophets as distinct from Western Christian clerics (even though they foretold the truth). The prophets’ appearance, like the overall presentation of scripture in the Lobbes Bible, thus underscores that Hebrew history is long past, and helps to visually conjure the dynamic nature of chronological progression.114

This emphasis on the linear movement of time is likewise apparent in Goderanus’s rendering of Old Testament events, both here and in his second great work, the Stavelot Bible of 1097.115 As Wayne Dynes has shown, the Pentateuch initials in the Lobbes Bible are suffused with typology—that is, they present scenes from Hebrew scripture as “types” or “figures” for New Testament events.116 Thus, the sacrifice of a bull in the Leviticus initial prefigures the Eucharist, the Raising of the Brazen Serpent in the Numbers initial prefigures the Crucifixion, and the depiction of Moses and Aaron in the Temple in the Deuteronomy initial prefigures the Church.

The practice of citing Old Testament events as figures for Christian history was not, of course, invented by Goderanus. It can be traced back to the New Testament itself. The epistles of Paul insist that God’s plan for the salvation of the world was foreshadowed in the Old Testament.117 The Gospel of John systematically compares and contrasts Moses’s life and deeds with those of Christ (see John 1:17, 3:14, 5:46, 6:32, 8:5, 19:33–36). And the Epistle to the Hebrews lays out an extended typological theory in which the Old Testament is a base, earthly foreshadowing of the New. Typological exegesis quickly became standard among the Christian fathers.118 But while all medieval Christian exegetes agreed on the essential truth and continued relevance of the Old Testament, they differed on its nature and status as a sign. Some early Christian theologians stressed the historicity of the Old Testament events, insisting that though they certainly served to herald a deeper Christian truth, they also actually happened and had meaning and validity in their own right. Others tended to subordinate history to allegory, seeing Old Testament figures as shadowy mysteries that had to be interpreted and the literal text as a “veil” that had to be lifted and whose surface meaning or outward appearance could obscure or mislead.

Goderanus’s wielding of visual typology balanced these two approaches. His employment of archaizing imagery and literalistic details drawn directly from the biblical text displays a noteworthy respect for literal fact, an insistence on the reality of Old Testament events, underscoring his highly developed chronological sense.119 Hebrew history was real, the images suggest, and it had value in its own right. But at the same time Goderanus never fails to privilege the Christian allegorical reading of scripture over the literal sense. Via visual parallels between Old Testament and New Testament scenes, the initials highlight how Hebrew history served both to prefigure salvific history and to model Christian behavior. The iconography nonetheless clearly visually distinguishes Old Testament types from their Gospel parallels, underscoring the limitations, temporal as well as spiritual, of the Old Law.120 Hebrew history was situated firmly in the past; its very age was confirmation of the unerring march of Christian time.

In emphasizing the linear movement of time, Goderanus was part of a larger contemporary tendency to regard the past as far distant. This tendency was evident in several realms, most notably biblical scholarship and ecclesiastical politics.121 A host of new monastic foundations and cathedral schools were created in the eleventh century, all of which needed new Bible manuscripts. Production of these manuscripts created a heightened awareness of how error-ridden existing copies were. Scribes and scholars, therefore, sought a more correct and “authentic” scriptural text and looked to the Hebraica Veritas, the literal text of Hebrew scripture, to show the way. Some undertook study of the Hebrew language and even consulted with contemporary Jews.122 So, for example, the monk and chronicler Sigebert of Gembloux is known to have consulted Jewish scholars about the text and even the interpretation of the Bible while he was teaching in Metz around the year 1070,123 and Stephen Harding, prior and then abbot of the first Cistercian monastery, asked Jews about the proper wording of scripture when he sought to fix the Vulgate text in or around 1109.124 But like Goderanus’s imagery, scholarly attention to the “original” biblical text had the paradoxical effect of emphasizing the antiquity and remoteness of the Hebrew scriptures. The consultations with Jewish scholars, while testifying to cordial and perhaps even close relations between Jews and Christians, thus may have helped to stamp Jews as antique and even fossilized in Christian minds.125

A sense of the passage of time likewise permeated ecclesiastical debates of pressing import to imperial monks and clerics.126 New monastic reform groups claiming to be reinstituting original monastic practice began to appear in Lotharingia, eastern France, and western Germany in the later eleventh century. These new orders criticized the customs and costumes of more established monasteries as “novelties.” The criticisms were, naturally, rejected by the traditionalists, who portrayed the reformers as alarmingly radical.127 A similar pattern accompanied the papal reform movement, which sought to purify the secular clergy. Papal reformers looked to ancient texts to sanction their innovations; critics turned to antiquity to condemn them.128 Both sides claimed to be restoring the “true” practices of the ancient fathers, even (or especially) when promoting significant innovations.129 But the more the authority of the past was invoked to justify reform, the more distant that past came to seem: the rapidity with which new events unfolded made it impossible to deny the processes of change. Pope Gregory VII famously noted in reply to the charge that he was introducing novelties into church practice: “Christ said, ‘I am the truth and the life.’ He did not say, ‘I am custom.’”130 And even as the reformer Peter Damian cited Old Testament precedent as authority for new devotional practices, he also revealed the kind of nostalgia for a lost golden age of antiquity that can come only from a recognition of change: “The translation of relics is an occasion for joy because through it the things that happened long ago … somehow seem recent and new.”131 The popularity of pilgrimages to the Holy Land in just this period testified to longing for the sacred past but also crystallized its temporal and geographical distance.

Historian John Van Engen has remarked of the intellectual and conceptual adjustments taking place in the years between 1050 and 1150: “Contemporaries sought words and images to distinguish their times and achievements from the world of ‘antiquity.’”132 Among those distinguishing images were historical and genealogical charts that organized sequences of events and peoples,133 illuminations that visualized Christ’s ancestry,134 and, I would argue, painted biblical prophets who displayed ancient distinguishing signs. That is, Goderanus used consciously archaizing iconography and carefully constructed typological scenes to visually codify the transition from the Hebrew (and Eastern) past to the Christian (and Western) present. If the prophets’ hats, scrolls, and beards proclaim their antique authority, they also confirm the passing of their age and the advent of a new era.

As in the case of Bernward’s Second Gospel Book, it is hard to associate Goderanus’s iconographical move with any particular anti-Jewish intent. The antiquity of the Hebrew prophets was both taken for granted and positively assessed, and no new negative message is latent in Goderanus’s assignment to them of the antique hat. The new Jewish iconography was not a reflection of Crusader-inspired anti-Jewish hatred. Rather, the Crusades themselves were inspired (at least in part) by the same renewed interest in the human Christ who so moved Bernward and in the historical reality and geographical specificity of the biblical antiquity that underlay Goderanus’s new iconography. But in the decades following the making of the Lobbes and Stavelot Bibles, a significant change took place. The renewed importance of the historical “event” and the biblical “letter” spurred greater meditation on the relationship of the material to the spiritual, of the visible, tangible world to the ineffable heavenly realm. Old Testament “figures” became weapons in intra-Christian debates, and the iconographical signs designed for antique prophets came to be applied to post-antique Jews. Christendom had turned a corner, and in the Christian imagination, it will be seen, the Jews were left behind.


 

CHAPTER TWO

BLINDING LIGHT AND BLINKERED WITNESS, CA. 1100–1160
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By [Job’s] example, we may now see as in a mirror, more bearably and with more certain understanding, than in the blinding light of the truth.

—Rupert of Deutz, De Trinitate

In the first decades of the twelfth century, images of Jews began to spread across Christian art. Hebrew prophets, only occasionally encountered in earlier imagery, became nearly ubiquitous. Their appearance was standardized, and their gestures and especially their gazes were accorded deep significance. These prophets were joined by a broad range of previously undepicted Jewish characters, often displaying the signs applied to Judean elders by Bishop Bernward and to Hebrew prophets by Brother Goderanus. By the middle of the century, these signs—the pointed hat and the beard—had become familiar and consistent enough to serve as identifying marks of Jewishness.

These developments were part of a larger trend: a new emphasis on the Jew as witness in Christian art. As we have seen, the theological concept of “Jewish witness” was age-old. Already in the late fourth century Augustine of Hippo had asserted that Jews bore witness to essential Christian truths: their books preserved the word of scripture (though they failed properly to understand it), their bodies confirmed the historicity of the Crucifixion, and their subjugation proved their own error and the triumph of Christianity.1 So influential was Augustine’s articulation of Jews’ testimonial value that 750 years later it was echoed almost verbatim by Bernard of Clairvaux: “The Jews are indeed for us living letters of scripture, constantly representing the Lord’s Passion. They have been dispersed all over the world for this reason: that in enduring just punishments for such a crime wherever they are, they may be witnesses of our redemption.”2 However, one aspect of the doctrine of “Jewish witness” underwent a fundamental reorientation in the first half of the twelfth century. Although the Jews traditionally had been characterized as “blind,” in the twelfth century Christian images began to highlight Jewish sight, and “seeing” Jews became central objects of the Christian gaze. By the second half of the century, the figure of the actively witnessing Jew had become a primary means through which Christian art and Christian thinkers sought to reveal Christian truths. Though this initially granted Hebraic and Jewish figures considerable authority, it also led to a new stress on the limits, misuse, and abuse of Jewish vision.

1. The Spread of a “Jewish” Iconography

The painters of the Lobbes Bible used archaizing depictions of Jewish prophets to organize and display the passage of time, to visually codify the relationship of the Old Testament to the New, and to distinguish the “apostolic” era of renewal (that is, both New Testament times and the reformers’ own day) from the pre-Christian past. This new Judaic iconography and the many other stylistic and iconographical innovations evident in the Lobbes Bible and related contemporary manuscripts were early blossoms of a major artistic flowering: in the first decades of the twelfth century, there was a veritable explosion of figural images. Large-scale sculpture returned to church facades and interiors after an absence of many hundreds of years, far more colorful and elaborate stained glass adorned church windows, the art of enamel making was revived and applied to a rich selection of liturgical objects, altars were faced with carved or painted figures and scenes, and a broader range of manuscripts than ever before received sumptuous and elaborate illustration.3 Many of these artworks reflected and expanded Brother Goderanus’s interest in and representation of the Hebrew scriptures, with archaizing depictions of Hebrew prophets and patriarchs featuring prominently in their decorative programs.4 Beards, scrolls, and pseudoclassical draperies were widely adopted as typical “prophetic” garb, rendering Old Testament figures readily recognizable. So, for example, the prophets on the western portal of the cathedral of Modena (consecrated 1106) are bearded and scroll-bearing, as are the famous sculpted prophets at the monastery of Moissac (ca. 1100), the nine prophets at Verona (1139) [Fig. 1], and many more.5 Early-twelfth-century Hebrew prophets and Judaic elders often display, in addition, variations on the peaked and pointed caps assigned them by Bishop Bernward and Brother Goderanus. Wide-brimmed pointed hats appear, for example, on the heads of Hosea, Jonah, and Daniel in the earliest stained glass windows to survive intact, the south nave windows of Augsburg Cathedral (ca. 1100 or 1130) [Fig. 2],6 scroll-bearing and bearded Old Testament prophets wearing peaked hats identical to episcopal miters gaze on Saint Paul in an early twelfth-century liturgical prayer collection from the reformist Benedictine Zwiefalten monastery in south Germany,7 Abraham and various other Judaic figures wear pointed hats on the twelfth-century bronze doors at San Zeno, Verona (ca. 1100–35), and Jesse wears a peaked cap in the mid-twelfth-century stained glass Tree of Jesse window in the western wall of Chartres.8 Examples of New Testament Judaic priests and elders displaying hats include Saint Joseph, Simon the Pharisee, Joseph of Arimathea, and Nicodemus in the Saint Albans Psalter (ca. 1120–30), all of whom wear knobbed or peaked caps.9 As in the Lobbes Bible, the archaizing appearances of all the above-mentioned figures seem designed primarily to convey the dignity of priesthood and invoke the authority of Hebrew precedent, while also signaling the distance of that antique Hebraic history from the “modern” Christian present.10
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Starting around 1130, however, these visual signs began to be applied to a broader range of Judaic figures than just Old Testament prophets and patriarchs and respected New Testament elders. The iconographically marked Jew, moreover, was often as important for what and how he saw as for how he appeared (I use the masculine pronoun advisedly; women were not similarly singled out).11 The gazing Jew can be found in at least three guises in a range of innovative settings: as a nonprophetic ancient Israelite in the newly popular typological programs (that is, artworks that present scenes from Hebrew scripture as prefigurements of Christian history),12 as a Gospel-era antagonist of Christ and the apostles, and as an entirely new figure in medieval art—the contemporary Jew who sees but only imperfectly perceives. (By and large before about 1160 Jews do not appear in the role one might assume to be most typically assigned them: killers of Christ. These executioners are typically bareheaded and dressed as yokels in short tunics. Though they occasionally wear pointed headgear that has been taken for Jewish hats, the form of that headgear is different from the hats assigned to antique Hebrews and would most likely have been read as Roman helmets.)13

Moreover, in an astonishing turn, in the mid-twelfth century Synagoga, that notoriously blind personification of Judaism whose veil-swathed visage adorns so many great Gothic cathedrals, regains her vision. As we have seen, in the eleventh century Synagoga had been deprived of her sight: in various images and objects her view is blocked, her eyes are closed, or her head is turned away from the sight of the crucified Christ.14 Yet around the year 1140, a very different depiction of Synagoga emerged: Synagoga unveiled. [Fig. 3] She appears in two scenes in the stunning English manuscript known as the Lambeth Palace Bible (ca. 1140), in a window in the great Abbey Church of Saint-Denis (ca. 1145), in a sacramentary manuscript from Tours (ca. 1150–1200), and on a baptismal font from the church of Sélincourt in northern France (mid-twelfth century).15

The expanded Judaic presence in visual imagery parallels an expanded Judaic presence in contemporary Christian exegesis. The late-eleventh-century attempts to “fix” the text of Hebrew scripture discussed in chapter 1 led in the following decades to reconsideration of the meaning of this text.16 Around the year 1100, biblical commentators began to devise sophisticated new methods for teasing out the relationship between Old Law and New, underscoring their status as embodying, respectively, matter and spirit, sign and meaning.17 These scholars affirmed the ongoing value of the Old Testament but also increasingly emphasized the extent to which Jews, misled by their “carnal” attachment to the “letter” of scripture, though able to “see” the word of God, were “blind” to its true spiritual import.18 Castigation of the Jews’ “superficial” and “material” understanding, linked to their alleged greed and carnality, thus intensified considerably, becoming a major component of twelfth-century Christian scholarship.19
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These intellectual developments are often cited to explain the new prominence of Old Testament visual imagery. Just as the Jews’ language, texts, and heritage were rendered ever more central to Christian study, scholars have assumed, so naturally their scriptures and persons figured more centrally in Christian art.20 This is surely to a large extent correct; there can be no doubt that there is a linkage between contemporary exegesis and our imagery. Typological visual programs draw on typological biblical commentary, and verses from the so-called Quodvultdeus “Sermon against the Jews” (a collection of Old Testament texts that ostensibly prophesied Christ’s coming) were inscribed nearly verbatim on several twelfth-century monuments.21 Nonetheless, simply pointing to parallels between exegesis and art does not satisfactorily explain why the new intellectual trends were so rapidly and widely reflected in visual imagery, much less account for the spread of a specific “Jewish” iconography or illuminate how it was understood. After all, Christian commentators had criticized Jewish literalism for centuries with no corresponding artistic expression of such sentiments. To begin to explain the new iconography we need to pay careful attention to the full range of issues addressed in text, image, and object and ask what work art and its representations of Jews were designed to do. A surprising story of a witnessing Jew penned around 1120 furnishes some clues.

2. Good Testimony from Those Who Are Outside

The story appears in a remarkable and largely overlooked text written by an art-loving monk and scholar named Robert de Liège, who was born and educated in Lotharingia, not far from Lobbes and Stavelot.22 Robert moved to the Abbey of Deutz near Cologne in the Rhineland, and eventually became its abbot; he is thus now known by his German name, Rupert of Deutz (d. 1129). In addition to being a lifelong Benedictine monk (having been “donated” to a monastery in Liège when he was a small child), he was an intellectual, known for his biblical and liturgical commentaries; a controversialist who became embroiled in several doctrinal disputes; and a mystic whose visionary experiences were often stimulated by art.23 Around the year 1120 Rupert was asked by his abbot to rewrite the hundred-year-old Vita (biography) of the abbey’s sainted founder, Archbishop Heribert of Cologne (d. 1021).24 Though he remained largely faithful to his eleventh-century source, toward the beginning of the Vita Rupert added one novel and curious detail. In the original version, a miraculous heavenly light shone down on the birth chamber just as the future saint was being born, and was seen by Heribert’s mother and her midwives. In Rupert’s version, this miracle was witnessed by two additional people: Heribert’s father (Count Hugo of Worms) and a Jew. According to Rupert, the Jew happened to be visiting the household on the night of the saint’s birth. After the family went to bed, Rupert writes, “an immense heavenly light shone [in the birth chamber], which some sleeping people saw with the eyes of the heart, and some waking people saw with the eyes of the body.” The waking people who physically saw the light were Heribert’s mother and her midwives, while the eyes of the heart belonged to the Jew and Heribert’s father:

The father of the infant was sleeping, and with him a certain one of his friends (though a Jew), who had come to him for customary conversation or friendly business. Sleeping together at that hour in which in the light of the happy birth came forth, each saw the same dream. Awaking, they spoke immediately to one another, each … recounting his own dream.25

The Jew speaks first. He relates that in his dream the bed in which Heribert was born split open at the front and “a radiance bright as the midday sun” shone down upon it. The Jew then interprets the dream as an omen of Heribert’s glorious destiny, telling the boy’s father: “Surely [by this light] you may know that [he who] is born to you will fill you with joy, and he will make his family shine with the great splendor of his name.”26

This is a highly surprising, not to say confusing, passage. As I discussed in the introduction, Augustine had criticized the Jews’ materialist perception by noting that “it is no great thing to see Christ with the eyes of the flesh [i.e., the Jewish way], but it is great to believe in Christ with the eyes of the heart [i.e., with Christian faith].”27 Yet here it is a Jew who sees with the eyes of the heart. Though the phrase has been given a downgraded meaning (seeing something in a dream rather than in person), it is still remarkable that Rupert would describe Jewish vision in such positive terms. In doing so, Rupert seems to disregard, or even invert, the standard Christian characterization of Jewish perception as mired in carnal error. The Jew is granted a share of the heavenly vision, if only in a dream, and although Heribert’s own father also saw the dream, the Jew is the first to relate it and to voice its meaning.

Why did Rupert invent this witnessing Jew? What purpose is served by introducing an infidel family friend into a Christian saint’s life? Why is he allowed to see a miracle in a dream and to foretell the saint’s future glory?

Rupert was well aware that such questions might arise and that his fellow monks would be startled by his casting of a Jew in such a pivotal role: “A Jew may well seem to be an unworthy sharer of the same luminous dream that the Christian father deserved to see.”28 He therefore hastens to explain: without the Jew’s testimony, he claims, the miracle witnessed by the mother and midwives would have been doubted.29 This assertion may seem somewhat surprising, but it was very much in accord with contemporary trends. In the later eleventh century, church reformers began to apply the evidentiary rules of ancient Roman law (which had only recently been rediscovered) and the newly revived discipline of dialectic to canonization procedures.30 Standards of proof changed and tightened; both the type of testimony that could be adduced and the type of person that was allowed to testify were subject to more rigorous regulation.31 In a significant procedural shift, mere rumor, secondhand testimony, and even written depositions were no longer deemed adequate forms of evidence. Witnesses had to be personally present at the hearing, there had to be at least two witnesses to any event, they had to have direct, sensory experience of the facts to which they were testifying, and they had to be of respectable social rank, unimpeachable character, and demonstrated impartiality.32 Women were disparaged as unreliable, open to persuasion, and prone to fancy.33 Personal visions were considered a particularly suspect source of knowledge. A report of the 1131 canonization of Saint Godehard of Hildesheim explains the reasons for such caution: “it was decreed at that time that on account of the illusions of demons which frequently happened … in these matters, no one should be canonized except by apostolic authority and after his life had been examined by duly qualified persons.”34

This, then, suggests one motivation for Rupert’s revision: the testimony regarding the miracle recorded in his early-eleventh-century source no longer satisfied twelfth-century legal requirements. As servants, members of the subject’s household or family, and, especially, as women, the midwives and even Heribert’s mother failed to meet the standards for suitable witnesses. (The fact that canonists’ disapproval of female testimony seems often to have been ignored in practice does not negate the basic point. Rupert would have wanted his account to reflect the ideal.) Only disinterested male witnesses could provide convincing testimony. Since men were generally excluded from birthing chambers, the miraculous light accompanying the birth could not be directly perceived by a male witness—hence its reception in dream form. Heribert’s aristocratic father could not be the sole male to receive the miraculous dream, however, because plural witnesses were needed, and in any case as a close relative he was an overly partisan and therefore less than ideal witness.35 The best possible confirmation of the heavenly grace conferred upon Heribert was the simultaneous revelation of the dream to a figure with no such intimate ties. And who could be more disinterested on the subject of Christian sainthood than a Jew? The visitor may have been a friendly familiar of the household, but as a Jew he was still inevitably an outsider (as Rupert put it: amicus, Iudeus tamen—“a friend, though a Jew”). Hence his usefulness. As a canon law collection compiled in the 1070s stated, “it is necessary to have good testimony from those who are outside.”36

3. Truth through Material Things

The significance of the Jew in Rupert’s narrative goes beyond mere forensic convenience. There was another reason that the Jew was well suited to testify to Heribert’s glory. What the Jew saw with the eyes of the heart was a very worldly vision: “he will make his family shine with the great splendor of his name.” After conveying this prediction, Rupert comments:

Who, indeed, does not know the splendor of the great church of Cologne, how … it glittered also in temporal resources…? Since therefore [Heribert] was destined to be so preeminent in rank, and [to be] exalted upon so great a candelabrum … it ought not seem unworthy that a Jew, too, should have received the portent of his future brightness.37

Heribert’s status as the prince of a powerful and prosperous ecclesiastical province, of which Rupert is palpably proud, vindicated the Jew’s worldly interpretation of the miraculous light, as heralding future fame and fortune.

This, then, is the point of the Jew’s presence: to ratify the birth and testify to the worldly wealth and glory of Saint Heribert. That Rupert should have associated a Jew with material wealth is hardly surprising. From Christ’s ejection of the money changers from the temple forecourt, to Paul’s equation of Jewish literalistic reading with materialism, to the sermons of the fourth-century church father John Chrysostom, which accused the Jews of greed and ostentation, Christian texts had long associated Jews with wealth and worldliness.38 In Rupert’s day, moreover, specific circumstances reinforced and gave particular resonance to this rhetoric. These were decades of rapid commercial expansion in Lotharingia, the Rhineland, and northern and northeastern France. Though Christians dominated this activity, including the nascent market for credit, Jews were also deeply, even disproportionately, involved. Jewish as well as Christian merchants transported foodstuffs, wine, textiles, furs, housewares, slaves, medicines, and luxury goods up and down the roads and rivers of northern Europe, and Jews as well as Christians acted as money changers, minters, lenders, and toll collectors.39 But because Jewish merchants were (like any other minority) more conspicuous than members of the majority, because some ecclesiastical writers worried about the morality of the new monetized economy, and because Jews had long been polemically linked to lucre, a perception began to form that commerce and the money trade were characteristically “Jewish” and distinctly unsavory endeavors.40 It is in this period (the first decades of the twelfth century) and for these reasons that the stereotype of the Jewish usurer first appears.41

That Rupert also associated his monastery’s sainted founder with worldly wealth and glory might seem harder to understand, given the traditional Christian, and especially monastic, commendation of poverty and humility. But as the career of Bishop Bernward of Hildesheim vividly demonstrates, in the eleventh century even the most devout prelates felt few qualms about enjoying—and displaying—power and prosperity. For many clerics, the commercial revolution of the early twelfth century simply provided augmented opportunity to amass and spend great sums in God’s honor. Even as some churchmen condemned commerce and finance, others—including many bishops and abbots—encouraged, engaged in, and profited from them.42 The famous autobiographical work of Abbot Suger of Saint-Denis (r. 1122–51) was written, Suger tells us, because his monks asked him to record “the [story of] the riches which the munificence of almighty God had conferred on this church during our abbacy [namely]: the acquisition of new properties, the recovery of those which were lost, an increase in the number of those restored, the construction of buildings, the laying up of gold, silver, precious stones and the finest vestments.”43

Abbot Suger poured such energy into acquiring, creating, and displaying precious artworks because in his view most people, Christians included, were more easily moved and convinced by their senses than by abstract ideas. As he wrote in a verse inscribed on the door to his abbey church: “the dull mind rises to the truth through material things.”44 Rupert agreed. The Jew’s usefulness thus was not solely due to his outsider status. He also served as a stand-in for ordinary Christians. After explaining why the Jew’s testimony was necessary, Rupert added, “For it would, perhaps rightly, have seemed unbelievable to anyone, if only the light of spiritual grace, which Judaic blindness knows not, had been fit to be conferred on [Saint Heribert].”45 That is, people would have questioned the miraculous light had it remained a purely spiritual vision. A dream so vivid that it could even be experienced by a Jew was far more convincing. Apparently many Christians (even Rupert’s fellow monks, the main readers of Rupert’s text) were like Jews, blind to spiritual grace and in need of concrete signs.

Not all churchmen shared Suger’s and Rupert’s enthusiasm for wealth and display or their readiness to employ concrete signs, bodily vision, and luxurious artworks as spiritual aids. The benefits reaped by so many monasteries from the economic flourishing of the period generated a strong reaction, known as the “monastic crisis of prosperity.”46 New monastic orders arose (particularly the Carthusians, founded in 1084, the Cistercians, founded in 1098, and the Premonstratensian canons regular, founded in 1120) that sought a return to the emphasis on poverty. These reformers promoted greater simplicity in lifestyle, liturgy, art, and architecture and decried the excesses of traditional monks. Their critiques often focused on just the kind of material display and ostentatious artistry so beloved of Rupert of Deutz and Abbot Suger and cast the reform project as a contest between the pure spirituality of the New Dispensation and the corrupt, overly ritualistic materiality of the Old.47 In his Apologia of around 1125, for example, Bernard of Clairvaux, greatest of the Cistercian reformers, famously lamented: “Churches are decorated not simply with jeweled crowns but with jeweled wheels illuminated as much by their precious stones as by their lamps. We see candelabra like big bronze trees, marvelously wrought, their gems glowing no less than their flames.… [These things] seem to me in some sense a revival of ancient Jewish rites.”48 Bernard went further still in decrying the “Jewishness” of church decoration. Rhetorically tying the penchant for ecclesiastical ornamentation to the new money economy, Bernard attributed the love of golden ornaments to “the service of idols” and regarded the desire to attract donations by means of artistic splendor as a form of usury, a term already by this time firmly, if not exclusively, associated with Jews.49 The Cistercian Idung of Prüfening (fl. ca. 1155–65) echoed this strategy, saying of the temple ornaments: “Those things in Old Testament times were just the shadow of future things. All things happened to [the patriarchs] in figures.… Let us repudiate therefore gold with the rest of the Jewish superstitions; or if one loves gold, then one loves also the Jews.”50 The new monks sought to discredit what were, after all, very traditional attitudes and practices by tarring them as “Jewish.”

How were the traditionalists to respond to this challenge and fend off accusations of “judaizing”? Not by disavowing the Hebraic past. To the contrary, defenders of ornament proudly embraced the same Hebrew models so disparaged by Bernard of Clairvaux. Rupert of Deutz, in his commentary On the Divine Offices, cited sacred history as a precedent for elaborate display, comparing ornate decoration of altars and churches to the decoration of the Jerusalem temple itself.51 Abbot Suger’s writings are likewise crammed with parallels for and justifications of his artistic projects drawn from Hebrew scripture.52 But this invocation of Hebrew history is not to be mistaken for philo-Judaism. Rather, the traditionalists threw accusations of “judaizing” back upon their critics, charging the new orders with excessive literalism and legalism.53

The debate over monastic practice and church ornament thus mutated into a debate over who could rightly claim ancient Hebrew heritage, while labeling the opposing parties “Jewish” (legalistic, literalistic)—in their manner of worship, in their interpretation of scripture, and in the way they used and understood art.54 This is the context in which we can understand the Jew’s presence in Rupert’s version of Heribert’s Vita. Rupert was using this embodiment of ancient rites and the material world to uphold the validity of material splendor. The Jew’s participation in the miraculous dream vision heralds the temporal majesty rightly claimed by a great ecclesiastical lord and rightly displayed in a great monastic foundation.

This is not to say that Rupert (or Suger, for that matter) was either a secularist or a crass materialist. When he calls the church of Cologne a candelabrum on which Heribert was exalted, he clearly ranks the holiness of the saint above the luxury of his episcopal see. He also notes that while Heribert was indeed blessed with the worldly grandeur foreseen by the Jew, he had greater qualities that were invisible to the unbeliever. Rupert concludes his account of the Jew’s prophecy of Heribert’s future temporal splendor by noting, “This he could say by gazing at the light or glory only of the secular world.” And then he relates that twenty-four years later Heribert’s spiritual splendor was signaled by another wondrous light-related sign accompanying his consecration as a priest: the liturgy of the day included the verse “The light will shine today over us.” Rupert saw this fact as a miracle: “Who will doubt that this happened through providence or the same arrangement of God, with which care or grace he first sent out the aforementioned sign, when he was being born?”55

This second “miracle” contrasts starkly with the first. It involves no bodily sight, only proper spiritual understanding of sung words. As opposed to the first, well-attested event (the miraculously illuminated birth), we have here no mention of witnesses, proof, discussion, or interpretation. And yet no suspicion whatever is attached to this miracle; this time Rupert explicitly rules out the possibility of doubt (“who will doubt?”). And, finally, of course, this is a miracle in which the Jew plays no part. He is physically absent (at this point he drops entirely out of the narrative, never to return) and is explicitly associated only with the secular realm. The Jew, Rupert makes clear, cannot see beyond the gleam of worldly brass to perceive the heavenly glow. Though he is conceded some limited perception—a downgraded, dream-bound form of seeing with the eyes of the heart—and so is not fully blind, he is at best a blinkered witness. And so, by implication, is any Christian who emulates the Jew in failing to realize that earthly shine reflects, points to, and is a route toward a brighter spiritual truth. Rupert is here obliquely accusing monastic critics of church art of not knowing the difference between spurs to devotion and objects of devotion. That is, he is accusing them of reading the world in a superficial, Jewish way. Adopting and adapting the very label assigned to himself and his supporters by critics, he uses a Jew to demonstrate the difference between purely material ways of seeing and spiritual modes of perception.

In sum, Rupert’s tale uses the witnessing Jew to present a theory of knowledge—one, I should add, by no means unique to Rupert. There are two ways to know the truth: through sensory experience (which includes dreams and the enjoyment of art) and through spiritual enlightenment. Both are valid. Indeed, the former provides a helpful model and metaphor for, and offers a pathway to, the latter. Spiritual understanding is of course the higher form of knowledge. But Rupert’s Vita concedes that such enlightenment is inaccessible to most Christians: “For it would … have seemed unbelievable to anyone, if only the light of spiritual grace … had been fit to be conferred on [Heribert].” The human need for concrete signs is accepted, as it has been enshrined in canon law. For this reason the Jew, whose “vision” and understanding are traditionally—and notoriously—material and corporeal, can still provide valuable and valued witness, even to Christian truths. He and Heribert’s father start at the same place—they both see and value temporal glory. But a Christian can be guided to see more spiritually, as a Jew cannot: when knowledge is conveyed through purely spiritual illumination (as at Heribert’s consecration), the Jew can provide no testimony and so is absent.

4. Forged Witness

In Rupert’s Vita the testifying Jew remains a purely textual sign. But he would soon be given visible form, as the new Jewish iconography came to intervene in the debates we have just discussed. In a stunning work of art from Rupert’s adopted hometown, Old Testament figures are enlisted precisely in support of the value of sensory experience and visible shine.56 [Fig. 4; see also color insert]

The artwork in question is a beautiful enamel and silver-gilt portable altar from Cologne attributed to a craftsman named Eilbertus, dating to approximately 1130–50.57 On the top is an imposing image of Christ in Majesty, surrounded by the twelve apostles holding scrolls and seated on thrones, and scenes from the life, Passion, and Resurrection of Christ. These are all quite standard images for an altarpiece of the period. [Fig. 5] Around the sides of the object, however, we find an entirely new set of figures, not previously seen on portable altars: twelve Hebrew prophets, three Hebrew kings, and one Hebrew soothsayer, all standing and holding inscribed scrolls.58 The Hebrews’ inscriptions are, in many cases, also unprecedented, and have never been fully explained.59 These kings and prophets are framed above and below by a larger inscription. It reads:
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Filled with the doctrine of faith, the twelve fathers bear witness that the prophetical words are not fictions [ficta non esse prophetica dicta]. Inspired by heaven, they prophesied about Christ; they foretold those things which were to come after.60

We might at first thought consider this a straightforward articulation of Christian exegesis: as far back as the recorded words of Jesus, and most powerfully in the epistles of Paul, the Old Testament was read as foretelling the coming of Christ. As presented here on the altar and embodied by the Hebrew prophets, this is powerful and positive witness indeed: the fathers’ testimony is described as “inspired by heaven,” and their portrayal is respectful and dignified. David is crowned and wears a chlamys (antique-type cloak) and robe, Solomon is crowned and cloaked, while the remaining Hebrews are identical in physiognomy and dress to the apostles themselves: bareheaded, bearded, and dressed in togas, but also (unusually) barefoot—a mark of asceticism that, together with the signs of wisdom, displays the purity and truth of their words, their dicta non ficta.

Yet for all the visual serenity and conceptual concordance between Old and New apparent here, there is a discordant note, a defensive tone embedded in that phrase ficta non esse prophetica dicta. Why should our altar feel the need to proclaim so forcefully that the Hebrew fathers prove the authenticity of biblical prophecy? Surely the Bible was not under attack in twelfth-century Cologne. In fact, the phrase did not originate in medieval Germany; it is a paraphrase of words penned by Augustine of Hippo in Contra Faustum, written in 387 to refute pagan charges that the Hebrew scriptures were blasphemous nonsense and that Catholics had forged the Old Testament prophecies relating to Christ. According to Augustine, the Jews’ scriptures disproved such accusations: “The Gentiles cannot suppose these testimonies to Christ to be recent forgeries [non possunt putare confictum]; for they find them in books held sacred for so many ages by those who crucified Christ.”61 But it seems strange for our altar to revive this defense of scripture in the heart of the Holy Roman Empire, at the height of the age of faith. Why, and to whom, does our inscription feel the need to invoke Hebrew testimony regarding the authenticity of prophecy?

It is unlikely that the inscription was aimed in the first instance at Jews. Jews certainly disputed Christian interpretations of Hebrew scripture. But they did not as a rule allege that the prophetical books were forged by Christians. Another possible target is heretical groups, some of whom were said to reject the Old Testament. But they were a small voice in twelfth-century Cologne, unlikely to be a central concern of the cleric who commissioned this altar.62 I think, rather, that the inscription’s defensive tone is inspired by a more powerful chorus: the very same, perfectly orthodox, critics of ecclesiastical ostentation who provoked Rupert’s revisions of the Vita Heriberti.63 Let us look again at that word ficta. It is usually translated as “false” or “forged,” but it literally means formed, fashioned, sculpted. Medieval clerics were trained to look for multiple meanings in written words and to see significance in their juxtaposition. One can hardly fail to note that on this particular altar the inscribed and engraved prophecies are literally formed or fashioned. It is these “fashioned” words and works, I believe, that are being defended. They may be “forged” in the goldsmith’s fire, but they are not therefore false. The contested text whose validity is being upheld through Hebrew testimony is the art object itself.

And so the visible Jewish witness is born. Just as Rupert invented a Jew whose perception and presence attested to the truth of tangible signs and whose obliviousness and absence then affirmed the higher truth of invisible ones, so Eilbertus forged prophets whose looks, words, and bodies testify to Christian truth but who, as we will see, nevertheless remain behind.

The prophets witness in looks: their very visual similarity to the apostles, their haloed and hatless heads affirm that they have received divine revelation.

The prophets witness with words: the inscriptions that have so perplexed scholars almost all in some way relate light, sight, and shine to knowledge of God. In so doing, they echo a major aspect of the thought of Rupert of Deutz, who repeatedly equated light with grace and who passionately argued for the devotional value of vision, ornament, and images, when properly informed by faith. Thus Jeremiah’s scroll asserts: “He was seen on earth and conversed with men.”64 Jacob’s verse proclaims: “I saw the Lord face to face.”65 Zachariah announces: “He who will have touched you, touches the pupil of my eye.”66 And so on.67

The prophets witness with gesture: each flourishes the truth (in the form of a scriptural scroll), points upward toward the ultimate truth, or holds objects that prefigure the Christian liturgy, especially as observed in traditional, ornament-laden churches. Isaiah gestures toward the Annunciation image enameled on the top of the golden altar as he foretells the Incarnation. Melchisedek displays a golden Eucharistic paten (plate) and a chalice, symbols of the body and blood of Christ consumed in the Mass, but also the type of luxury items so frequently criticized by reformers. David grasps his harp, indicative alike of the Hebrew psalms and of the music that played so central a role in Benedictine worship and was criticized by reformers. (The Cistercian Aelred of Rielvaulx, for example, railed against the use of musical instruments in church as overly Hebraic, exclaiming: “How is it, since [Old Testament] types and figures have already ceased,… that there are in church so many instruments, so many cymbals?”)68

But the prophets remain behind, or rather below: they function as supports for the altar table, but their view of the top is blocked and they cannot directly see either the painted image of Christ or the body that is daily sacrificed upon it.

And this last, visible act of negative witness—the prophets’ inability to see the body of Christ, which they nonetheless spiritually foresaw through heavenly inspiration—rounds out their usefulness to the Christian viewer. For he too cannot “see” the body of Christ, in the sense of perceiving flesh, limbs, etc. He needs to follow the example of the prophets and Augustine’s believers and look with the eyes of the heart—that is, with the help of faith, perceive an unseeable truth beneath or beyond surface appearance—if he is to recognize Christ in the consecrated bread. The central sacrament of medieval Christianity required the same ability to transcend mundane perception and “see spiritually” as did religious art. And it was subject to the same criticisms, by internal Christian critics as well as by external ones.69 It is for this reason that a defense of the Eucharist written by the twelfth-century Cistercian Baldwin of Canterbury reads very much like defenses of religious art in general and the inscription on our portable altar in particular: “Nothing [in the sacrament] is false, feigned, counterfeit, or faked by magical manipulations. There is truth in that which is evident, and in that which is hidden.” And to provide a model for how the Christian can “see” what cannot be seen, he cites the prophets: “The law and prophets bear witness to future promise (in the shadows).” But he also indicts those who could not learn to see properly: “The Pharisees, who did not believe, were made more blind.”70

The images of the venerable, inspired, but subordinate prophets on the Eilbertus portable altar, then, embody Christian theology regarding Hebrew prophecy—its truth, its centrality, and its incompleteness. In doing so, they lend support to the contention of Rupert and Suger that artistic splendor and material shine can lead to understanding, if viewed properly. But the altar, like those monastic theologians, resolutely distinguishes between “types” and “figures” on the one hand (that is, visible, physical matter, represented by the Old Testament prophets and kings, and also by the art object itself) and the transcendent truth they herald on the other. Each time the celebrant leans over the gleaming surface of this portable altar, its words, images, composition, and very form instruct him in the correct path to knowledge of God. He is to move progressively upward from corporeal sight (the beauty of the object and the appearance of the prophets), through visual imagination (the inspired words of the prophets), to the climax of the Christian Mass: ingestion of the Eucharist, the unseeable body of Christ. This last act foreshadows the ultimate goal of the Christian believer: to come as close as is possible in this flawed, flesh-bound world to purely imageless understanding.

5. How Foolish You Are!

Bernward of Hildesheim used art to express his personal hope for a final, face-to-face vision of God. Twelfth-century makers of art went a step further: they awarded the artistic image an active, positive role in Christian devotion. Images could help to spiritually prepare the Christian viewer and train the Christian gaze. They served another purpose as well. By means of the new Jewish iconography, images could vividly expose the imperfections of the viewer who would not or could not see beyond the surface/flesh.

The Winchester Psalter (ca. 1121–60) belongs to a small group of English manuscripts that pioneered the inclusion of extensive prefatory pictorial cycles, most likely designed to serve Benedictine monks or nuns as the focus of pious meditation.71 [Fig. 6] The lower half of the Psalter’s folio 25 illustrates an episode from Luke 24:13–35 set after the Crucifixion, in which the just-risen Christ meets two disciples traveling from Jerusalem to Emmaus.72 Although these two disciples were followers of Jesus in his lifetime (and so had perhaps seen him only days before), in the Gospel text they are unable to recognize the resurrected Christ.73 Jesus’s physical appearance in the miniature is, indeed, unusual: he is unwontedly dark and full-bearded and, stranger still, wears a Phrygian cap (soft, banded, with a tall, forward-falling peak). The production notes for a contemporary liturgical play about the Road to Emmaus, called the Officium Peregrinorum, might seem to explain this unaccustomed headgear—they specify that Christ be dressed as a pilgrim, “a pointed cap on his head, clothed in a furry cloak and a tunic, barefoot.”74 Indeed, a partially effaced inscription in the margin of the Winchester illumination notes that Christ “here is in the likeness of a pilgrim.”75 In the image, however, Christ, with his Phrygian cap and ankle-length robes, looks far less like a pilgrim than like an ancient Hebrew prophet. Christ’s odd appearance is explained by the words of the disciples: according to the Gospel text, when they meet Christ they tell him that they are mourning the death of “Jesus of Nazareth, who was a prophet, mighty in work and word before God and all the people” (Luke 24:19). That is, the disciples are still clinging to an incomplete, materialist, and Old Testament–driven conception of Christ’s nature, and the image portrays him as his imperfectly comprehending companions see him. Time-bound, literal-minded viewers can see no further than their antiquated assumptions allow. The disciples consequently also wear pointed hats—as much to signal that their perception is outdated and overly literalistic as to signal that they are “Jews.” One disciple carries a walking staff and wears the wide-brimmed, knobbed hat of the pilgrim or traveler; this may well reflect the influence of the Officium drama. The other disciple, however, like Jesus, looks far more like a prophet than a pilgrim—he has a long, flowing beard and wears a short, soft, peaked cap and long, draped robes as he touches his beard or cloak in perplexity. His antique, Hebraic appearance displays his affiliation with the words and wisdom of the Old Covenant, while his confused gesture indicates that he has not yet achieved the full enlightenment of the New.76
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The limited understanding of these disciples explains Christ’s appearance and headgear. In order to bring the travelers to the point where they can finally “see,” Christ meets them at their own level, appearing as an antique prophet. Like a Hebrew prophet he excoriates them for their lack of faith (Luke 24:25: “Then he said to them, ‘Oh, how foolish you are, and how slow of heart to believe all that the prophets have declared!’”), and then invokes Old Testament testimony: “beginning at Moses and all the prophets, he expounded to them in all the scriptures, the things that were concerning him.” (Luke 24:27) Only after Christ has gradually led them step by step, through teaching and in his demeanor and deeds on the road and at their shared meal, do the disciples finally recognize their Lord: “And their eyes were opened, and they knew him” (Luke 24:31). At that moment of enlightenment, they cease to regard Christ as merely a prophet; he is accordingly now portrayed as hatless and fair-haired and -bearded. [Fig. 7]

The entire sequence serves to demonstrate that spiritual truth can be perceived only by those who see spiritually. But it also establishes that visible images, whether Christ’s physical gestures or the illuminations themselves, can help bring the faithful to that level. Art can reveal to the medieval Christian viewer both what those who, like the Jews, are tied to the superficial letter see—an imperfect, outmoded conception of Christ—and also what such blinkered viewers cannot see—the divinity signaled by Christ’s nimbus, which evidently is initially invisible to his disciples. Once those disciples achieve spiritual vision, however, Christ’s material body is no longer needed: as soon as they came to recognize him, “he vanished out of their sight.” Here, too, art plays a role, showing the changed spiritual awareness of the disciples: in the Supper at Emmaus scene, the disciples are considerably less “Hebraic”-looking than in the previous folio (one is now beardless, the other has a shorter beard, and both their caps are smaller), presumably to signal that they are emerging from their imprisonment in the superseded material past. In no scenes subsequent to the supper do any followers of Christ wear pointed hats.
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The sign of the “Jewish” hat, then, does not serve as an indicator of a static or exclusive “Jewish” religious identity. It acts as an index of perception, signaling attachment to antiquated and literalistic conceptions of the law. Followers of Christ as well as Jews are liable to fall into such superficial ways of seeing. But the imperfect comprehension conveyed by the hat can be amended, by steering the very human reliance on sensory experience toward a higher end. Just as a combination of scriptural instruction and exemplary behavior helped the disciples shed their “Jewishness” and finally recognize the truth, so in this manuscript a combination of biblical text and iconographic signs helps the Christian viewer identify and, ideally, surpass the imperfect witness.

6. The Visionary Jew Made Visible

So far, the central concern of the images we have examined is religious knowledge, not the Jewish people. Hebrew prophets serve to affirm both the value and the limits of the material world and corporeal vision; New Testament Judeans underscore the fact that, though sensory experience and scriptural learning alone are inadequate, when carefully guided and allied with Christian faith, they can lead to illumination. And what of the descendants of those Hebrews and Judeans, the still stubborn “rest who are blinded”?77 These, too, made their way into Christian art. Beginning in the mid-twelfth century a range of postantique Jewish figures joined their Hebraic elders and New Testament forerunners in Christian imagery. Although they lacked the prophets’ heavenly inspiration and showed little promise of the Emmaus disciples’ ultimate illumination, these Jews nonetheless also proved useful to Christian thinking about art, images, and vision.

It is surely no coincidence that one of the first iconographically identifiable nonbiblical Hebrews to be depicted in medieval art is none other than Rupert’s own invented character, our old friend the visionary German Jew. He appears on the great reliquary shrine of Heribert, created about 1150–60 to house the saint’s bones.78 Constructed in the shape of a sarcophagus, the shrine features on its sides alternating standing Hebrew prophets in enamel and seated apostles in deep relief. On its roof appears a series of stunning enamel roundels illustrating the life of the saint. [Fig. 8] As on the Eilbertus altar, prophets and apostles share the same beards, draperies, haloes, and bare feet, but here the more limited vision and authority of the former is conveyed through their antique scrolls (the apostles carry “modern” codices, or books), smaller sizes, and failure to break the plane of the object. Further subtle gradations of spiritual status and perception become apparent when the Hebrew prophets are compared with the sole medieval Jew on the object, Count Hugo’s visiting friend, who appears in the roundel depicting Heribert’s birth.79 [Fig. 9]

As in Rupert’s discussion of Heribert’s birth, the keynote of the entire roundel is worldliness and nobility. An inscription around the upper register announces: “The vision of the sun splendidly signals the sunrise of the offspring.”80 In this upper scene, the Jew’s high social rank is stressed, in part by forging visual parallels with Heribert’s father: both father and Jew are clearly identified by name and title: above the father is written “Hugo Comes” (“Count Hugo”) and above the Jew “Aaron Judeus” (“Aaron the Jew”). (The name Aaron is apparently an invention of the artist or iconographer; Rupert did not name the Jew. It was probably designed to evoke priesthood.) Each lies with closed eyes on a commodious couch as a ray of light shines directly upon his head. Only one salient difference between the two is detectable: the count is bareheaded, while the Jew wears a rounded, bordered, knobbed cap. This difference is striking enough (and the image of someone sleeping while wearing a large, knobbed hat is peculiar enough) to call for explanation. It seems unlikely that the primary function of the hat is to identify Aaron as a Jew, for the word Judeus is written just above. Moreover, this rounded, knobbed, thick-brimmed cap is different from the soft, peaked caps or stiff, miter-like hats in which Hebrews and Israelites had typically been shown up to this point and which Aaron himself wears in the lower register. This cap is more akin to the head coverings shown on field-workers or travelers (including one of the two disciples on the Road to Emmaus in the Winchester Psalter).81 I think it serves here to indicate that Aaron had recently arrived at the castle after a journey: it marks him as a visitor to rather than a member of the household, the “outsider” whose testimony was so key.
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The scene in the lower register takes place in a canopied and pillared hall. Around the rim an inscription notes: “Thus his father foresees this, and also the Israelite.”82 The count and the Jew are again dressed similarly—both wear dark ankle boots and hose, belted robes, pointed hats, and cloaks draped over their shoulders (though the robes of the count are, appropriately, more elaborate, decorated with an embroidered belt and border). Although in Rupert’s text the discussion between the two is presented as an impromptu morning conversation, here the scene has the aspect of a formal court. In spite of the fact that the count himself shared the Jew’s visionary dream, he is positioned as a judge on a central throne, with the Jew and a midwife, the primary witnesses to each form of miraculous light, arranged on either side. The Jew’s high rank is signaled by the fact that he, unlike the Christian midwife, is allowed to sit in the presence of his lord; his pointing finger, crossed legs, and the hand resting on his knee all display his authority.83 And here he wears the by now familiar pointed headgear. The name Aaron assigned to him above and the designation Israhelita in the border inscription, as well as the hat, mark him as the heir of an ancient and exalted—if material and ceremonial—heritage and endorse his testimony as authoritative. He is, however, not bearded; he cannot claim the same degree of wisdom as the prophets (or as the adult Heribert, who is consistently shown bearded once he reaches maturity). The portrayal thus visually demonstrates the Jew’s fulfillment of all the legal requirements of a reliable witness but, like Rupert’s text, limits his testimonial value to a lower realm of knowledge.

But it is not, of course, the iconographic details associated with Aaron the Jew in this single enamel that constitute the shrine’s most powerful proof of Heribert’s sanctity. For many medieval Christian viewers, it was the sheer, glowing, monumental luxury and beauty of the object as a whole that best bore witness to the spiritual greatness of the saint. This reliquary shrine, then, embodies the paradox at the heart of Rupert’s narrative revisions. Let us recall Rupert’s words, that the miracle would “have seemed unbelievable to anyone, if only the light of spiritual grace, which Judaic blindness knows not, had been fit to be conferred.” The saving grace is invisible, but human beings are most powerfully swayed by their senses. This was a truth recognized, and lamented, by Bernard of Clairvaux himself: “The thoroughly beautiful image of some male or female saint is exhibited, and the saint is believed to be more holy the more highly colored the image is.”84 Rupert acknowledged, but unlike Bernard did not disparage, this need for material witness, pointing out that materiality gloriously manifested itself in the saint’s own life and career. He also, however, insisted upon the greater value of the invisible, immaterial glory that was inaccessible to the Jew. The makers of this shrine similarly enlist visible, material beauty and visible, material Jewish witness to signal the greater glory of the unseen bones hidden within, and of the ineffable soul they once housed.

7. Judas Knows

Aaron the Jew, that friendly though outside witness to the power and validity of ecclesiastical splendor, was a benign exemplar of postbiblical Jewish witness. He was the offspring of an idiosyncratic art lover on the defensive in the face of sharp but ultimately short-lived critiques of luxurious church decoration. By the middle of the twelfth century, even Bernard of Clairvaux had relaxed most of his objections to religious art.85 Discussion largely shifted from whether Christians could and should use material objects to seek the truth to how they might do so. And here, too, Jews were enlisted as witnesses, though as often as not, as reluctant ones. Starting around 1150, while Hebrew prophets continued to ratify the (preparatory) value of the literal and material, a range of nonprophetic Jews testify to Christian triumph with far less grace.

In an artwork known as the Stavelot Triptych we encounter just such a reluctant Jewish witness.86 [Fig. 10] This object was made for Abbot Wibald of Stavelot, a major figure in the political and ecclesiastical life of the Holy Roman Empire. In his youth Wibald had studied at the cathedral school of Liège under Rupert of Deutz; he then went on to serve as schoolmaster at the imperial Abbey of Stavelot (the final home of Goderanus and owner of one of his two great illuminated Bibles). In 1130 he was elected abbot of Stavelot and was invested in office by Emperor Lothair himself. The emperor did not allow Wibald to devote himself solely to Stavelot, however. Wibald was asked to escort the imperial fleet to Italy in 1136; in 1147 he led an expedition against pagan Slavs during the Second Crusade (which was preached by Bernard of Clairvaux); and in the following years he was sent on no fewer than four diplomatic missions to Rome and two to Constantinople.87 In addition to his political and ecclesiastical prominence, Wibald was also a major patron of the arts; indeed, he has been compared to Abbot Suger of Saint-Denis in the depth of his artistic interests and influence.88 He is known to have commissioned several luxurious illuminated manuscripts as well as a range of enamel and metal liturgical objects, including a reliquary head of the sainted Pope Alexander II and a (now lost) massive retable dedicated to his monastery’s patron saint.89 As scholar and monk, cleric and politician, soldier and diplomat, art lover and abbot, then, Wibald spent his life negotiating the boundaries between cloister and world, mind and body, spirit and matter.
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FIG. 10

All these themes come into play in the beautiful triptych he had made to display his most precious relic. On Wibald’s first visit to Constantinople, in 1154, he obtained a piece of the True Cross and a nail from the Crucifixion; it is believed that he commissioned the Stavelot Triptych the following year to house these treasures. Wibald’s visit to the ancient Eastern capital, greatest center of Christian visual devotion and storehouse of holy artifacts, seems to have further stimulated his interest in the relationship between matter and spirit. In the triptych, Jewish figures show how material knowledge and visible objects can serve Christian faith but also demonstrate the limits of such “Jewish” ways of knowing.90

Like the Eilbertus portable altar, the Stavelot Triptych is a highly innovative piece. It consists of a central panel housing older Byzantine reliquaries and two folding wings, each decorated with three enamel roundels illustrating the legend of the finding of the True Cross. It is the earliest known reliquary triptych made in the West and the earliest known reliquary of the True Cross to depict scenes from the legend; it is also the only True Cross reliquary to combine actual Byzantine reliquaries and extensive narrative scenes in this way.91 The thrust of the unique program is to certify the relics’ authenticity, while at the same time guiding the viewer’s devotional experience.

The story told in the enamels, the Judas Cyriacus variation of the legend of the finding of the True Cross, first appeared in Syriac in the fifth century.92 It relates how the Empress Helena, mother of Constantine, the first Christian Roman emperor (r. 306–37), journeyed to the Holy Land and forced a Jew named Judas to show her where the True Cross was buried. Judas was sometimes identified as a descendant of a witness to the Crucifixion and sometimes as a miraculously still living original witness. The text of the legend is redolent with the paradox of Jewish witness: “Because you rejected all his wisdom and cursed him who wanted to save you from the curse [of the law],” Helena says to the Jews, “and have harmed with unclean spit him who with his saliva illuminated your eyes, and you betrayed him who gave life to your dead ones, and because you regarded the light of the truth as darkness and false, the curse that is written in your law came over you.”93 But then she signals her need for Jewish testimony, imperfect though it be: “Choose now therefore for me men from among your midst who know your law, so that they shall answer me everything that I ask them.”94

In fact, the Jews were asked to provide not textual or legal expertise but geographical and historical information about the Crucifixion. As early as the fifth century, and certainly by the twelfth, Christians felt distanced enough from their own history to seek the physical continuity, the informed material testimony that apparently only Jews could provide. Even the holiest of all Christian relics could not be located or venerated without Jewish knowledge and memory. One fifth-century Christian writer found this implication so distressing that he made a point of denying this version of the legend, claiming that Jews had nothing whatsoever to do with the finding of the True Cross, and insisting that Helena was informed solely through “divine signs and dreams.”95 As we have seen, miraculous proofs and individual visions, especially those of females, were treated with caution in the twelfth-century West, which preferred whenever possible to confirm divine visions with reliable testimony and which privileged the Judas Cyriacus version of the story. In the Stavelot Triptych, both the Jew’s qualifications to serve as witness and the limitations of his perception are reinforced through visual signs.

One of the six roundels illustrating the finding of the True Cross shows the haloed and crowned Empress Helena seated on a raised throne and flourishing a scroll that commands, “Show the wood!” [Fig. 11, lower roundel; see also color insert] She is attempting to force a group of reluctant Jews (labeled Iudei), headed up by Judas (also labeled), to reveal the location of the True Cross. All of the seven Jews in the group are wearing soft, low, pointed white hats; of the four faces that are visible, three are bearded. Behind the Jews burns a tall, brightly colored mass of flames highlighted by the inscription Ignis: this is the punishment with which the Jews are threatened should they refuse to reveal their knowledge. Although most of the scenes on the triptych follow Byzantine pictorial models, these two iconographic elements are wholly original—hats were never shown on Jews in Byzantine versions of the legend, and no Eastern artworks include the fire that burns behind the Jews.96 William Voelkle, who wrote the first extensive study of this object, confessed himself unable fully to account for these unique visual features.97 He assumes that the pointed hats are inspired by headgear actually worn by twelfth-century Jews. As I have argued, there is little evidence for this. And his very tentative suggestion that the fire was somehow connected to forced conversions of Jews in the twelfth century is even more problematic, given the lack of evidence for any use of fire in the few recorded instances of such forced conversions before about 1160, which in any case were flagrant violations of both canon and imperial law—something Wibald would be unlikely to countenance.98
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FIG. 11

If we consider the roundel in the light of Rupert’s rewriting of the Heribert Vita and the other images we have examined, we can begin to approach a clearer understanding of the signs. The entire episode, of course, hinges upon Jews’ knowledge of the antique past. The hats worn by all the Jews, by 1155 artistic signs solidly associated with ancient Israelites, confirm their authority to speak to that past, while also signaling the restriction of that authority to purely material matters. They likewise confirm the Jews’ outsider status. In this case, however, in contrast to Rupert’s Jewish witness, Judas is no compliant friend. Indeed, he displays a deep reluctance to reveal his knowledge—he hangs back and clutches his beard in consternation as the Jews behind him gesture vigorously and cry out, according to a scroll they hold in their hands, “Judas knows!”99 The tendency for reluctant witnesses to commit perjury was recognized in Roman law, which recommended that torture be applied in such cases and prescribed severe punishments for forgery or lying under oath: either drowning or death by fire.100 This, I believe, explains the visual highlighting of the fire, the second peculiarity of the roundel; it may also explain the river flowing in the foreground.101 Helena, seated on a throne and wearing a crown, is represented as a queen and judge, rather than as a devout pilgrim. She (and the artist) assures that the Jews will provide reliable testimony by threatening them with the appropriate judicial penalties.

No Jew, however, witnesses the miracles that subsequently confirm Judas’s testimony. In the roundel in which he digs up the cross, which is just above the scene in which Helena threatens Judas, Judas’s head is bent downward. His gaze encompasses only the physical wooden cross itself, buried in the earth. Unlike Helena and the assistant behind her, he seems not to see the heavenly light or the divine hand that emerge from the sky above. And there are no Jews at all in a third roundel, in which the True Cross shows its authenticity and power by helping a bishop revive a dead youth, illuminated by rays. Although most textual versions of the legend identify the bishop who effected the miracle as Judas himself, now converted and promoted to the episcopacy, this image discourages any such identification. The bishop is young and beardless and labeled simply “the holy bishop.”102 If he is the converted Judas, the image concedes no continuity of identity. If, like the disciples at Emmaus, he has been transformed, all visible traces of his previous self have been effaced. Once spiritual vision is attained, “Jewishness” by definition is left behind, utterly excluded.

8. The Jew as Enemy

All the above-mentioned kinds of witness—inspired, material, insufficient, reluctant, and conspicuously absent—come together in one of the most important monuments of the entire twelfth century: the Benedictine Abbey Church of Saint-Denis, constructed by Abbot Suger in 1144–45 and considered the progenitor of all Gothic churches. Much has been written about the stylistic and iconographic innovations of Suger’s church and its centrality in the twelfth-century debate over monastic splendor and ecclesiastical ornamentation.103 The role played by images of Jews in the densely complex program of the abbey’s decoration and furnishings has not yet been fully explored—this is a vast project, which would require a book of its own. I would, however, like to focus on one image in which Jewish vision is a central theme, a stained glass medallion from the window devoted to the life of Moses located in the choir of the church. [Fig. 12] This image, more than any of the others we have seen, demonstrates how Jews’ vision, gestures, and signs were deployed to signal various gradations of perception and so to provide key witness concerning Christian faith and art.
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FIG. 12

The medallion depicts a strange episode from the book of Numbers, known as the raising of the brazen serpent (21:4–9). According to this biblical account, after the Israelites had wandered for some time in the desert, they began to murmur against Moses, complaining about the lack of food and water. To punish them for their rebelliousness and faithlessness, God sent “fiery serpents” to bite and kill many of the Israelites. When the remaining Israelites repented and begged Moses for help, God told Moses to “make a brazen serpent, and set it up for a sign: whoever among the stricken shall look on it, shall live.”

In the Saint-Denis medallion, Moses points to the effigy high on a column (which looks more like a winged dragon than a serpent), while the creatures that had been afflicting the people flail at its base. Though the scene seems at first to be a literal rendering of Hebrew history, the artist has added an element not mentioned in Hebrew scripture: a crucifix that closely resembles several twelfth-century enamels rises out of the brazen serpent’s body. This is an unusually explicit rendering of a venerable typological reading: already in the Gospel of John Jesus himself presented the serpent as a figure for the Crucifixion.104 In combining the brazen serpent that healed the stricken with an image of an enamel crucifix, this Saint-Denis image constitutes a clear and vivid manifesto for Christian visual devotion, enlisting the authority of Hebrew antiquity to proclaim the life-bringing powers of the sight of the cross.105 We can extend that insight still further by noting how the Jews’ appearances evoke a spiritual hierarchy of vision and witness. Moses, the prophet who saves his people with the tangible object but also provides them with the biblical prophecies that (in the Christian reading) indicate its more transcendent meaning, is identical to the prophets on the Eilbertus altar, the Heribert shrine, and many other contemporary artworks: bareheaded, barefoot, bearded, and haloed. Indeed, he is distinctly Christlike in appearance. Unusually for a brazen serpent scene from this period, Moses has a considerable audience. The foremost figures among the Israelites who look on are bearded and wear cloaks and pointed hats similar to those worn by Aaron the German Jew, Judas Cyriacus, and the as yet unenlightened Emmaus disciple. Although these Israelites have seen the brazen serpent and so have been healed, it is not clear whether they can see the body of Christ on the crucifix above—their line of sight is blocked by the horizontal bar that extends above them.106 The Israelites on the right, displaying their palms in obedient prayer, seem to be trying to discern the cross; two men on the left seem less moved. On the horizontal bar a third kind of witness is hinted at. For the inscription notes, “Just as the brazen serpent slays all serpents, so Christ raised on the cross slays his enemies.”107 “Enemy” is an ominous word that makes no appearance in the Gospel accounts of the Crucifixion. Nor does the Bible say that the brazen serpent killed the poisonous serpents. Enmity did, of course, appear in Augustine, who cited the Jews’ outsider status and hostility to Christ as the most powerful possible confirmation of the truth of their testimony. Christ’s slain enemies are here portrayed not as Jews but as basilisk-like creatures lying dead at Moses’s feet. But the Jews’ enmity, and their consequent damnation, will soon make its way into art.

*   *   *

It is natural and tempting to link the proliferation of Jewish imagery examined in this chapter with contemporary anti-Jewish texts and to see these images as expressions of the intolerance that came to mark high medieval Christendom.108 But although it is clear that these artworks are strongly influenced by debates over scriptural interpretation and reflect deep disapproval of Jewish literal understanding, intellectual trends alone cannot explain artistic innovation. Differences in medium and audience must be taken into account; the function of images and the material circumstances in which they were made must be considered. I have suggested that the most immediate and compelling context is the challenge posed by ecclesiastical reform to traditional ritual, ornament, and grandeur and, more generally, by the desire of many twelfth-century monks, priests, and prelates to make room within spirituality for opulent artworks. And that the primary realm in which these religious images must be understood is the realm in which religious imagery was used: Christian devotion. They were made for traditionalist clerics or Benedictine monks grappling with the implications of a burgeoning new commercial economy—the very economy that made lavish decoration possible, often through the medium of Jews.109 Like Rupert of Deutz, these art patrons continued to be moved by ritual and grandeur and, though committed to reform and purification, spurned the more ascetic practices and ideals of the early Cistercians. By creating artworks that use Hebrew history to confirm the role of tangible objects in conveying spiritual knowledge but then portray Jews as seeing incompletely, they construct the idea of a Christian way of looking at and using art. The function of Jews in these images is not to rehabilitate Jews as spiritual witnesses but to rehabilitate the realm long rhetorically associated with Jews (the external, glorious, temporal world so inimical to early Cistercians) as a valid part of Christianity. These figures are then joined—never replaced—by other Jews who function as outside, reluctant, and uncomprehending, and hence all the more reliable and compelling, witnesses to the power of Christianity.

If we cannot see the artistic representation of the Jew as a straightforward reflection of contemporary attitudes toward Jews, the artistic trends we have examined here can help illuminate developments in contemporary Christian thought about the Jews. As Rupert of Deutz and his brethren asserted the testimonial value of matter and the spiritual uses of art, Augustine’s articulation of Jewish witness acquired new relevance and force. Ideas that had previously been exclusively textual and largely metaphorical were given visual expression and tangible form. And, in turn, these images subtly affected the realm of ideas. A (perhaps unintended) side effect of their representational strategy was graphically to demonstrate the Jews’ stagnancy, sterility, materiality, and subordination—themes that had always been present in Christian thought but that received new emphasis in twelfth-century texts. Until about the year 1160, the primary impetus for such images seems not to have been antagonism toward, or even a desire to say something about, contemporary Jews. But soon, for reasons related both to the history examined here and to further intra-Christian devotional developments, images that were more readily—and negatively—associated with contemporary Jews began to come very much to the fore.


 

CHAPTER THREE

JEWISH EYES

Loveless Looking and the Unlovely Christ, CA. 1160–1220
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For truth has such a face and such a mien,

As to be lov’d, needs only to be seen.

—John Dryden (1631–1700), The Hind and the Panther

In the 1160s Christ was gazed upon by a new kind of Jew. As we have seen, Jews had become increasingly evident in Christian imagery over the course of the previous eighty or so years. Their presence sometimes served to legitimate the opulent artworks in which they appeared and sometimes to emphasize the outdated and insufficiently spiritual nature of Jewish ritual and understanding. But in either case, as relics of the biblical past and witnesses to Christian truth, Jews were represented with dignity, if not sympathy; they were unencumbered by any distinctive physical or facial features and unmoved by any strong emotion. Then, in the second half of the twelfth century, the depiction of Jews began to change. While venerable prophets continued to bear positive visual witness, many other Jews came to play more aggressive roles and to be endowed with ungainly, glowering, even distorted features and expressions. The vast majority of these Jews directed their scowls toward images of Christ. What inspired this new intensity of feeling? How can we explain this new artistic focus on Jews’ features and expressions?

1. One and the Same Man

To begin to answer these questions, let us consider a famous Latin monastic text of around 1170 purporting to be the autobiography of a Jewish convert to Christianity originally named Judah and subsequently known as Herman.1 Early in the autobiography, the author describes the first time he walked, when still a young Jewish man, into a Christian church. [Fig. 1; see also color insert] Judah/Herman vividly relates his shocked reaction to the art all around him:

I was entering the basilica (which formerly I had dreaded as a kind of pagan temple) still not so much devout as curious. Most eagerly examining everything there, I see, among the skillfully wrought varieties of carvings and pictures, a certain monstrous idol. I discern, indeed, one and the same man humiliated and exalted, despised and raised up, ignominious and glorious. Below, he is miserably hanging on a cross. Above, in a deceiving picture, he is seated and most handsome, as if deified. I confess I was stupefied, suspecting that the images were idols of the type that paganism used to fashion for itself in deluded error.2
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FIG. 1

In many respects this passage (written, it should be remembered, by a Christian monk) perfectly encapsulates the themes examined in chapter 2: the centrality of the image in Christian worship, the importance of Jewish witness to the Christian imagination, and the inadequacy of Jewish vision. Like Count Hugo’s Jewish friend, Judah/Herman can recognize glory when he sees it. But also like that other German Jew, he maintains a purely superficial conception of glory, noting only the external aspects (skillfully wrought, hanging and seated, monstrous and handsome) and social implications (humiliated and despised, exalted and glorious) of Christ’s presentation. And of course, he sees only the Man in the God/Man. Because Judah/Herman fails to perceive the spiritual reality underlying the material image, he mistakes a devotional aid for a pagan idol.

In other respects, this narrative of a Jew’s encounter with images is different from those we have met before. The testimonial value of our previous Jewish witnesses—whether Hebrew prophets, scriptural Israelites, New Testament Judeans, or postbiblical houseguests and scholars—hinged upon knowledge, perception, and comprehension: our attention was drawn to what they either knew or did not know, saw or did not see and highlighted their faulty understanding. This passage, however, by presenting Judah/Herman as an utterly naïve viewer, ostensibly unaware of the identity of the figure whose images he encounters (he refers only to “one and the same man,” without naming Christ, and expresses a very unconvincing surprise that Christians might regard their savior as a deity), shifts our focus from cognition to sensation. It opens and closes by detailing Judah/Herman’s state of mind (devout, curious, eager, stupefied) and emphasizes throughout his emotional reactions, vividly conveying what Judah/Herman felt and did not feel in the presence of art.3 What we sense more than anything else, as this aging convert relates his first intimate encounter with church decoration, is the visceral intensity of his response—his awe at the craftsmanship, his fascination with the bright images, his disgust at the image of the hanging man, his shock at the temerity of painting a deity, of worshipping a carving. Although he is obviously deeply moved by the visual richness around him, he cannot channel his emotions appropriately, feeling neither delight in Christ’s beauty nor pity for Christ’s suffering.4 Only much later, after Judah has entered a monastery and decided to accept baptism, is he able to reconcile the dualities in Christ’s representation and so respond with the proper ardor:

There [in a dream], I saw the Lord Jesus sitting on the highest throne in the most powerful and honorable Majesty of the Father. And in place of a scepter, he was holding the triumphant sign of the cross upon his right shoulder. As he appeared to me, ineffable, together with his most excellent friends [angels or saints], I was standing, delighting inestimably in the sweetness of contemplating him … 

But then, once again, Jews are summoned to embody the failure of vision. The sentence continues:

… when, behold, two sons of my aunt, one named Nathan and the other Isaac, passed behind me walking quickly, so that from this rapid passage of theirs I understood that this blessedness had been shown to them, not for solace but in demonstration of their everlasting punishment, so that from it they might be tortured inwardly in the mind by the fact that that glory of the holy ones which they were seeing, they were not worthy fully to enjoy.5

Judah’s delight is thrown into sharp relief, as his faith has been confirmed, by the sight of his two Jewish cousins tortured by a glimpse of a party to which they are not invited.

Judah/Herman’s text thus presents in narrative form traditional Christian theory, which insists that a deeper spiritual meaning is hidden beneath the material surface of the word/image, but also something new: an emphasis on compassion and emotion. In this respect it is characteristic of contemporary devotional trends. From the time of Bernward of Hildesheim, the focus of Christian veneration had begun to shift from the triumphant divine judge to the suffering human savior. This trend accelerated considerably in the twelfth century. By the second half of the century, spurred especially by the tender and expressive writings of Bernard of Clairvaux (d. 1153), Christian devotions were increasingly characterized by deep emotionalism, attention to Christ’s humanity, and intensified stress on love and compassion.6

These changes also help illuminate developments in the representation of the Jew. Just as Judah/Herman’s shock at Christ’s abjection revealed his lack of empathy, so now the heartlessness of “Jewish” looking was displayed in art for all Christendom to see. No longer merely imperfect, ignorant, indifferent, or reluctant witnesses to Christian truth, Jews now take center stage as visibly and viscerally hostile enemies of the faith. Rather than simply failing to see or acknowledge the truth, they now either glare with active antipathy at Christ and Christians or deliberately and ostentatiously look away. [Fig. 2] More ominously still, Christ’s crucifiers are for the first time explicitly portrayed as Jews and endowed with unprecedentedly coarse, even grotesque faces.

Two north German images, both dating to around 1165–70, help explain this shift and elucidate why, after so many centuries in which Christians blamed Jews for the Crucifixion without expressing that blame in pictures, Jews were suddenly singled out as guilty and visually marked as evil. Both of these images juxtapose visually striking Jewish figures with a suffering and vulnerable Christ and enlist a range of techniques to underscore the Jews’ culpability in the Crucifixion.
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2. May Their Eyes Be Darkened

The first image is the illuminated initial to Psalm 68 (Vulgate) from a manuscript of Peter Lombard’s Commentary on the Psalms made for Hartwig I, archbishop of Bremen, in 1166.7 [Fig. 3; see also color insert] This psalm, in which the psalmist bewails his own suffering and reproaches his persecutors, was understood by most medieval Christian commentators to refer to Christ’s suffering on the cross.8 It opens with the cry “Save me, Oh God!” and includes verses (21–23) traditionally applied to the Crucifixion: “In thy sight are all they that afflict me.… And they gave me gall for my food, and in my thirst they gave me vinegar to drink. Let their table become as a snare before them, and a recompense, and an offense. Let their eyes be darkened that they see not; and their back bend Thou down always.” The initial, accordingly, presents an image of the Crucifixion. This scene is juxtaposed, as in the Saint-Denis stained glass roundel discussed in chapter 2, with Moses’s raising of the brazen serpent (see ch. 2, fig. 12). The illumination therefore draws attention to the foreshadowing of Christ’s sacrifice in Hebrew scripture. It also, again like the Saint-Denis roundel, dedicates considerable space to the Israelite viewers of the brazen serpent, highlighting the Jews’ failure to see that Christ’s death fulfilled the promise inherent in the earlier episode.
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In spite of their manifest similarities, the two renderings of the brazen serpent scene present striking contrasts. In the Saint-Denis window, it will be recalled, the Israelites were rendered as respected though imperfect witnesses, and they gazed at the brazen serpent—if not necessarily at Christ—with reverence. That image seemed to hold out hope that the Israelites’ physical recovery might presage their eventual salvation. Christ’s enemies, whose death was celebrated in the inscription, were not identified as Jews in the stained glass medallion but rather embodied in the fantastic creatures that fell dead at the Israelites’ feet. In the Bremen manuscript, by contrast, there is no hint of hope concerning the Jews’ salvation and no ambiguity concerning Christ’s enemies. The brazen serpent scene, the focal point of the Saint-Denis window, is here relegated to the bottom half of the initial. Although Moses, on the right, appears as we have come to expect him—bearded and bareheaded, wearing archaizing robes and making a gesture of blessing—the rest of the image breaks with precedent in a variety of ways. The brazen serpent is not a statue but a realistically rendered snake hanging limply from a string looped around its neck and attached to a stake planted in front of the shaft of the cross. This mortal creature is far less imposing than the column-mounted winged beast in Suger’s window and many other twelfth-century images. Its appearance suggests weakness and vulnerability rather than life-giving power, and its hanging, tethered position invokes captivity and death rather than triumph.9 It also recalls Judah/Herman’s description of Christ as “miserably hanging,” which itself reflected the medieval Jewish habit of referring to Jesus as “the hanged one.”10 With one exception—a bearded figure in the middle of the group—the men who look on from the left bear little resemblance to Moses, to the Israelites in the Saint-Denis medallion, or to any other earlier Hebrews, Israelites, or Jews. Their faces and clothing convey nothing in the way of antiquity, authority, or wisdom—most of these men are beardless and quite young-looking, and dressed in fashionable, close-fitting, open-necked tunics.11 Their peaked hats are soft, broad-brimmed, and fairly short, quite unlike the miter-type headgear of the Saint-Denis Israelites. In this context, these hats, drawn down low over the Israelites’ foreheads so as to convey a sense of brutishness, seem here to signify not so much antique authority as presumptuous insolence, a defiant rejection of Moses’s life-giving guidance. The Israelites’ stances are certainly insolent: two of these Hebrews point aggressively, one toward his right and one upward toward the Crucifixion, as if to challenge the power and authority of both Moses and Christ.12 But it is the faces of the three Israelites in the foreground that are most striking: they have conspicuously large, long, almost beak-like downward-sloping noses, thick lips, heavily lidded eyes, and ungainly projecting chins. The awkwardness of these features is accentuated by their profile presentation. Although these Israelites have evidently not succumbed to death (their eyes are wide open), there is no sign that they have been healed by the sight of the brazen serpent: the snakes they clutch in their hands continue to bite at their chins, necks, and faces. Indeed, an affiliation with, even a thirst for, blood and death is expressed on the scroll clutched by the foremost figure among these men, which reads—anticipating the cry of the murderous Jerusalem mob in Matthew 25:27—“His blood be upon us.”13

This ominous cry is literally realized in the Crucifixion scene. Christ—whose sorrowful expression, pale and naked torso, bent knees, and leaning head embody the new devotional and visual emphases on his humanity and vulnerability—bleeds directly from his hand wounds onto the heads of the figures tormenting him on either side. These two tormentors—one pierces Christ’s side with a lance and the other offers a sponge dipped in vinegar—are unmistakably marked as Jews: in addition to their very conspicuous beards (one is thick and dark and the other is long, pointed, and trailing across its owner’s shoulder), they wear pointed hats identical to those of the Israelites below. Such categorical association of these figures with Jewishness constitutes a noteworthy departure from artistic precedent. Following the lead of the Gospels, previous imagery had depicted the lance bearer (traditionally called Longinus) and sponge giver (known as Stephaton) as Roman soldiers.14 Their faces, too, link these tormentors to their serpent-bitten ancestors and distinguish them from the other figures in the scene: they are drawn in sharp profile and have thick lips, heavily lidded eyes, and large, thick noses. The nose of the man on the right is, in addition, distinctly crooked or hooked. Their expressions contrast starkly with the sorrow and compassion evident in the faces of Mary, John, and Jesus himself: the lance bearer on the left, who has a notably dark complexion, stares blankly into the face of Jesus, while the sponge bearer pulls down his brow and mouth in a frown or scowl. Finally, their iniquity is crystallized in their physical intimacy with a venerable symbol of evil—a dragon. One tormentor straddles the leg of the reptilian winged creature whose body forms the letter S of Salvum me, and the other rides his wing. In sum, unlike the Saint-Denis roundel, which highlights the salvation of the faithful prefigured in Numbers and fulfilled in the Crucifixion, this commentary image stresses the looks, actions, and cruel vision of the unfaithful. Through word and symbol it marks these unfaithful as Jews, and through feature and expression, gesture and gaze it affiliates these Jews with coarseness, insolence, and death.

3. Misbegotten Flesh and Misdirected Gaze

Our second image, a reliquary casket from the Westphalia–north Rhine region, also dating to around 1170 and now displayed in the Louvre, shares many of the same characteristics.15 [Fig. 4] On the lid of the casket is an engraved and enameled scene of Christ being nailed to the cross. This is a new subject for Christian art, very rare for the period, which was presumably inspired by the growing devotional focus on the human Christ: it serves to shift the emphasis of Crucifixion imagery from Christ’s triumph over death to his suffering and sacrifice.16 Christ’s aspect, again, reflects the new trend toward greater vulnerability: he is uncrowned, his head falls awkwardly onto his right shoulder, very much like the head of a hanged man, his body dangles helplessly with no visible means of support (there is, unusually, no suppedaneum, or footrest), his hair is disheveled, and his exposed torso is pale and drawn, the straining of his skin across his ribs accented with striated lines (this imagery was probably inspired by Psalm 21:18, “They numbered all my bones”). Three figures look on from each side as four far smaller executioners busily affix Jesus to the cross in the center. The figures watching from the right, one of whom is bearded and two of whom are beardless with short, curly hair, are probably meant to be understood as Gentiles, while the three figures looking on from the left are clearly marked as Jews: all are bearded and wear broad-brimmed hats.
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FIG. 4

Although the center of the image hums with activity, the bulk of the piece’s considerable drama resides in the attitudes and gestures of the side figures. One of the Gentiles holds a basket of nails and vigorously grabs Jesus’s wrist, while his two companions seem to be debating the nature of the event they are witnessing. The Jew closest to Jesus points aggressively upward toward Jesus as if to instruct the executioners; with his other hand he offers a nail. The Jew on the far left makes a gesture we have seen before: he pulls his beard, an action that expresses disturbance of mind, though it is unclear whether he feels rage, fear, consternation, or resentment toward Christ—or, alternately, grief at his death or awe in the presence of the divine.17 But the most vivid visage of all belongs to the Jew in the center of the group. His stark profile flaunts a large, hooked nose, all out of proportion both to his own face and to the other noses on the casket, though strikingly similar to that of the sponge bearer in the Bremen Psalms commentary initial.18 His oversized nose and sharp profile draw attention to the angle of his head, turned ostentatiously away from the sight of Christ, and so links the Jew’s misbegotten flesh to his misdirected gaze.

4. Goad of Love

Together, then, the Bremen Psalms initial and the Westphalian casket signal a significant shift in the representation of the Jew: they belong to the first generation of artworks that explicitly mark some or all of Christ’s crucifiers and tormentors as Jews, they endow these Jews with unprecedentedly coarse, even grotesque faces, and they use these distortions to call negative attention to the Jews’ reactions to the sight of Christ.

The visual sources for and fundamental meaning of these features are no mystery. Long or large, downward-curved, snout-like or beak-like noses, especially when combined with brutish expressions and shaggy beards, had long served as visual indicators of bestiality, brutality, irrationality, and evil.19 So, for example, the devil was routinely portrayed with a beak-like or snout-like nose, as in a stained glass panel from Champagne dating to about 1170, where Satan’s folly in seeking to tempt Christ is embodied in his gross features. [Fig. 5] Similar bestial features appear in contemporary artworks in association with a range of historical and biblical villains, from enemies of the Israelites to pagan killers of the early saints and the Syrian opponents of the Maccabees.20 [Fig. 6] But there is no reason to think that before the period in question (the 1160s and 1170s) these figures or their features would automatically have been “read” as Jewish. It is only now, in images such as the Bremen initial and the Westphalian casket, that art viewers were presented with bestial and demonic imagery unambiguously applied to Jews, and, especially, to Christ’s Jewish killers and tormentors.
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FIG. 6

It was not traditional Christian condemnation of Judaism or the Jews’ role in the Crucifixion that spurred this imagery. To repeat a point made earlier: in spite of ample allegations of Jewish deicide made over many centuries in Christian liturgy, commentary, and polemic, with very few exceptions Christ’s executioners had not before this period been explicitly portrayed as Jews in art. Nor had any Hebrews, Israelites, or Jews been assigned such strangely distorted features.

In spite of our images’ apparent invocation of Jewish physical difference, we can also rule out any intensifying sense of Jewish “racial” or ethnic “otherness” as the inspiration for the new iconography.21 Although the largish, beak-like noses of the Israelites, and even more the hooked noses of the sponge bearer and the central Jew on the Westphalian casket, are reminiscent of those assigned Jews in modern racialist anti-Semitic caricature, they do not necessarily bear the same meaning.22 No Christian texts written up to this point attribute any particular physical characteristics to Jews, much less refer to the existence of a peculiar “Jewish nose.” Christian invective of the period (and there was ample and fierce anti-Jewish invective) maligns Jews’ moral, spiritual, and intellectual qualities, historical crimes, and interpretive shortcomings, but not their bodies or faces.23 No artworks before this period had depicted Jews with such noses, or for that matter with any specific facial characteristics at all, other than the beard, which could bear positive as well as negative connotations. For the rest of the century, and for several decades beyond, the shape of Jews’ noses in art would remain too varied to constitute markers of identity. That is, many different kinds of “bad” noses were shown on Jews, but the same noses were shown on many “bad” non-Jews as well, and there was no single, identifiable “Jewish” nose. There is, thus, no evidence that twelfth-century Christendom had yet formulated fixed physiognomic Jewish stereotypes.24 (For that matter, it does not seem to have developed physiognomic stereotypes of any kind.25 Though some twelfth-century thinkers were interested in physiognomy, the first Latin moralizing physiognomic treatises appeared only several decades after the Lombard commentary initial was painted, and they attributed an individual’s external appearance not to his or her “ethnicity” or group affiliation but to such factors as the movements of the planets or the humors of the body.26 Medieval Christians did distinguish among various “peoples” and articulate concepts akin to “ethnicity,” but it was simply not twelfth-century practice to categorize human populations according to physiognomy, much less facial feature.27 The earliest known medieval “ethnographic monograph,” written about 1194, focused primarily on differences in food, clothing, and customs.28) The ugly noses and coarse features undoubtedly marked their owners as bestial or evil, but they did not—at this point—serve to mark the Jewish people as inherently or irredeemably evil.

There were, however, other developments in contemporary Christian culture that shed light on the new imagery. The first is the appearance of a new kind of Passion narrative. It cannot be mere coincidence that the new anti-Jewish Passion imagery appeared in the same place and time as a work that has been identified as the first anti-Jewish Passion treatise: the Stimulus Amoris (“Goad of Love”) by a monk named Ekbert, from the Benedictine Abbey of Schönau in the Rhineland.29 Ekbert’s treatise (dated ca. 1155–80) is in many ways strikingly similar to our two images: it blames Jews for the Crucifixion, dwells in sometimes horrific detail on their cruelty, describes their raging faces and open mouths, and labels them “bestial,” recalling the beak-like noses and coarse features of our glaring Jews.

A second noteworthy development is the composition of the first text in which Jews were accused of ritually murdering a Christian child—the Life and Miracles of Saint William of Norwich, whose final version was written around 1170 by an English Benedictine monk named Thomas of Monmouth.30 Its description of the little boy’s death is eerily reminiscent of Ekbert’s account of Christ’s Passion—the Jews are said to have tortured William with knotted ropes and then tied him to a cross formed by a post and beams in their house, pierced his hands and feet with nails, wounded his side, and stabbed him in the head with thorns.31 The emphasis throughout is on the Jews’ cruelty, bloodthirstiness, and malice, and their desire to mock Christ in the process of murdering his surrogate, the innocent Christian boy.

Thomas Bestul, the leading scholar of Latin Passion texts, has suggested that the vivid rhetoric of the Stimulus Amoris reflects growing social distance and hostility between Jews and Christians and an “evolving consciousness among Christians of the dominant classes that the Jew was the ‘Other.’”32 However, there is little evidence for any significantly deepening social gulf between Jews and Christians in northern Germany in the 1160s and 1170s. The vicious attacks on Rhineland Jews during the First Crusade (1096) and the far more restricted attacks in the same region during the Second Crusade (1146) did not destroy the Rhenish Jewish communities. To the contrary, aided by an imperial decree that contravened canon law to allow forced converts to return to Judaism and others that placed Jews under the direct protection of the emperor, northern German Jewish communities expanded and flourished in the twelfth century.33 Impossible though it was for German Jews ever to feel fully secure in the wake of those events, and though the challenges faced by Jews living in Crusade-era Christendom should not be minimized, Jewish-Christian relations do not seem to have been fatally poisoned. The relatively short-lived and localized (and largely Crusade-inspired) outbreaks of anti-Jewish violence must be weighed against the considerable evidence for ongoing economic contacts and tranquil if not intimate coexistence. Indeed, Judah/Herman’s own text testifies to considerable Jewish-Christian cooperation and even familiarity: his encounter with church art in Münster took place because he had traveled to that city in order to do business with its bishop, in whose house he stayed as a guest.

Similarly, Thomas of Monmouth’s horrific depiction of Jewish cruelty is not reflective of, and cannot be explained by, the state of Jewish-Christian relations in the England of the time. The 1170s were a period of peace and prosperity for English Jews.34 No anti-Jewish violence had yet been recorded anywhere in the realm. In fact, the Life and Miracles of Saint William itself testifies to a noteworthy lack of general anti-Jewish animus—Thomas wrote it partly out of frustration with the sheriff of Norwich’s pointed refusal to prosecute any Jews for the boy’s death (which had occurred almost thirty years earlier) and with the fact that the cult of the “martyr,” which Thomas strongly promoted, had been very slow to take off. Moreover, in describing the boy’s interactions with the Jewish community of Norwich, the text draws a picture of considerable Jewish-Christian peaceful coexistence and even neighborliness.

Thus, although Ekbert’s treatise and Thomas of Monmouth’s narrative, like our artworks, offer an extremely negative view of Jews’ natures and of their relation to Jesus (and his stand-in, the Christian child), we must be cautious in attributing that negative view to either worsening Jewish-Christian relations or an intensified sense of inherent Jewish difference. We should, instead, look to the audience and function of the texts in question. The Stimulus Amoris was written in Latin, for a monastic readership—that is, for men (and perhaps women) trained not to look at and judge the world outside their monastery walls, much less the unbelievers who might reside there, but to seek out and eradicate the sin within their own hearts. And its explicit goal was to stimulate love for Christ, suggesting that the existence of such love could not be taken for granted, even among devout monks, nuns, and clerics. The Life and Miracles of Saint William was designed to arouse pity and reverence for, and encourage pilgrimage to the shrine of, a child whose “martyrdom” had so far failed to excite widespread religious enthusiasm. Both texts, then, underscored Jewish hatred and cruelty primarily in order to address perceived inadequacies in Christian piety. Even these most anti-Jewish of texts thus implicitly concede that Jews were by no means the only figures in medieval Europe lacking the requisite spiritual fervor or all too liable to descend into sin.

5. Whose Gaze? Jews Then and Sinners Today

Such a concern is detectable in our images as well. For the portrayals of these Jewish viewers, for all their hideousness and hostility, are not without ambiguities. In the Lombard commentary initial (fig. 3) there is an anomalous Israelite viewer—the bearded figure who resembles Moses and is depicted in three-quarter rather than profile view and yet wears a “Jewish” hat and, like his fellows, clutches a living snake. This figure undermines any easy dichotomies: he is neither condemned nor saved simply because he is Jewish; his fate seems to hang in the balance. Peter Lombard’s commentary, adjacent to the image, explicitly concedes that Jews had no monopoly on unbelief: “Therefore just as Jews then gave a bitter drink for drinking, so too now today do all who in evil living make a scandal in the Church.… ‘Let their eyes be darkened,’ that is, let [heretics’ and sinners’] minds [be darkened], because they refuse to understand … but rather think about lower things.”35 This remark forces viewers to reconsider the apparent message of the anti-Jewish iconography. Rather than comfortably assigning evil solely to “Jews then,” they are encouraged to contemplate the evil that exists “now today” among Christians. The image helps its viewers appropriately respond to such evil by concretizing the repellent effects of darkened sight and by suggesting a superior form of seeing: compassionate contemplation of the image of Christ.36 (It is worth noting that although these images undoubtedly implicate Jews in Christ’s death, their emphasis is less on the pain inflicted by the Jews than on their failure to perceive that pain or pity their victim. In each case Christ is pale and passive but hardly abject: he does not display the excessive suffering, wounds, or blood that will come to characterize later medieval Crucifixions.)

Ambiguities likewise mark the witnesses on the Westphalian casket (see fig. 4). The image envisions two sets of deicides, one Jewish and one non-Jewish. The presence of the young and curly-haired Gentile holding the basket of nails and conspicuously grabbing Christ’s wrist forcefully reminds the viewer that guilt did not accrue to Jews alone. Moreover, the artist has crafted subtle divisions within each group. The two Gentiles on the right seem to be debating between themselves, perhaps disagreeing about the identity of Christ or the justness of the Crucifixion. The Jews, too, are less uniform and united than their surface similarities would suggest. The figure on the far left pulling his beard in rage or contempt seems to be signaling hostility toward Christ. But his cloak is drawn down in such a way as to cover his hand. The veiling of the hands is an ancient custom expressing veneration in the presence of the sacred and/or respect in the presence of the dead; Christian artists, for example, often depicted the “just and devout” Simeon with covered hands in images of the Presentation, and Hebrew seers hold the scrolls of their Christological prophecies with veiled hands.37 [Fig. 7] Veiled hands may also express grief, as on folio 11v of the Paris Psalter (Canterbury, ca. 1180), where a man lifts his sleeve-covered hand to his face in grief.38 [Fig. 8] The gesture, then, may indicate that this Jew recognizes and reveres the divinity of Jesus and/or grieves at Jesus’s death. His pulling of his beard likewise may express grief. Alternately, it may serve to direct rage or contempt not toward Christ but toward the Jew’s coreligionists. The point is not that we must definitively decide but that we must ask.
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FIG. 8

Finally, let us consider the strangest features of the entire scene: the bizarre-looking vine branches growing out of the heads of the central figures in each group (at first glance they resemble antlers more than anything). These branches are explained by the words inscribed around the borders: “Oh my chosen vine, why have you turned to bitterness, and why do you crucify me?”39 The words belong to a responsum from the Good Friday liturgy and seem tailor-made to indict the Jews; the antiphon that precedes this responsum contains a telling phrase: “And there rose up against me hostile witnesses.”40 The “bitterness” of the central Jewish witness is, indeed, etched in the crass features of his left-looking face. Yet Christ’s reproach was frequently applied to Christians by preachers, who considered the faithful to be Christ’s “chosen vine” and who yet saw actual and potential sinners when they looked upon their flocks.41 And, of course, the same bitter vine emerges from the head of the central Gentile, whose visage, while less crassly configured than that of the Jew, also turns away from the sight of the savior.

Through such diversity and ambiguity, the viewers of these artworks are encouraged to meditate less upon the group affiliations of those who contemplate Christ than upon their individual responses, as well as upon the nature and effects of improper contemplation.42 Far from indicting only or even primarily Jews, the images generously spread sinful response across humanity. And they warn that all who regard Christ wrongly—who question the salvific power of his representation or who fail to gaze at his body and image with the requisite humility and love—embody brutishness and will ultimately see and receive only blood and death.

6. Neither Beauty nor Grace

Our images are not alone in expressing concern about how Christians might respond to the sight of Christ. The crucifix had, of course, been the central image of Christianity for many centuries.43 Yet during the course of the twelfth century, devotional trends emphasizing personal prayer, individualized meditation, and contemplation of the human Jesus combined with the ongoing “image explosion” to render images of the Crucifixion far more prominent than ever before. In addition to the crosses now fixed permanently on church altars and the triumphal crucifixes hung high above the heads of congregants, small-scale crucifixes began to adorn individual monastic cells and private domestic spaces, and devotional manuscripts featuring intimate portrayals of the Crucifixion proliferated.44 The appearance of the crucifix also changed substantially. Bernward of Hildesheim’s tender and intimate image of the crucified Christ (see ch. 1, fig. 9) had had relatively limited immediate influence: for more than a century after its creation, Christ on the cross generally continued to be depicted alive, erect, open-eyed, and unscathed, a serenely regal and triumphant king and victor.45 In the second half of the twelfth century, as the new devotions spread across Western Europe, the more tender image prevailed. It was only very recently, then, that Christ had come to be portrayed as he appears in our two images: naked, slumped, weakened, and wounded—a humbled and vulnerable mortal victim. [Fig. 9]

Artistic developments certainly contributed to this change, most notably a trend toward greater naturalism in depicting the human form, spurred by the revival of interest in classical art and increased contact with Byzantium and its strong traditions of devotional imagery.46 But the most important impetus was the changing devotional ethos of Latin Christendom. As Christian texts meditated on the loving sacrifice offered by Christ in becoming man, artists gave his humanity and mortality visual form. Christ’s humble appearance likewise dovetailed with the asceticism of the reformist orders, which were deeply suspicious of external glory. Indeed, a range of texts dating toward the middle of the century anticipated the new artistic trends by explicitly drawing inspiration from Christ’s unsightliness. Prior Guigo of Chartreuse (d. 1136), for example, insisted that Christ’s humiliation was a sign of divinity, and he vaunted Christ’s lack of beauty as a model for Carthusian austerity: “affixed to the cross without sightliness or beauty [cf. Isa. 53:2]: thus is the Truth to be adored.”47 The reformers may have lost the battle against ornamentation, but they did not concede the aesthetic war, insisting that plainness conveyed authenticity, was the ultimate expression of the “unvarnished truth.” It was probably a new-style image of a naked and vulnerable Christ that so shocked and repelled Judah/Herman—remember the insistence with which he contrasted the richly clad and enthroned “seeming deity” with the humbled hanging man below. This contrast would have lost much edge had the crucified Jesus been triumphantly crowned, colored, and fully clothed.
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FIG. 9

Jews were not the only ones discomfited by the unwonted sight of a naked and defeated deity. Mary and John also express shock and distress in crucifixion scenes, though in a different emotional register, serving as visual exemplars of empathy as they cover their eyes with weeping, clasp their breasts in mourning, and lean or sway in the pain of grief.48 But their model was not an easy one to follow. The new tendency to represent Christ as naked, humbled, and dead or dying posed a challenge to some Christian viewers, who were used to revering an outwardly majestic Christ and who lived in a world that still very much valued power and beauty, status and victory. An iconographic note in a twelfth-century manuscript detailed Christ’s appearance for the artist, so that he might create an appropriate image: “Christ was tall and lofty in stature, and at the shoulders higher than those who preceded or followed him. He was handsomely dressed according to the habit of his religion, with black hair and a long beard.”49 Even Anselm, archbishop of Canterbury, pioneer of the new, human-centered devotions, drew the line when it came to art: “I am wont to be incensed against sorry artists, when I see our Lord himself painted in an unseemly figure.”50 Yet this was exactly what the new images presented for Christian contemplation.

The challenge posed by Christ’s inglorious appearance was sometimes directly addressed by the written word. So, for example, in an anonymous Cistercian or Carthusian Meditation on the crucifix dating to around 1170, almost certainly inspired by a new-style image of a dying Christ, Jesus on the cross implores the Christian gazing back at him not to be repelled by his outward ugliness:

“O my beloved! You who so often have desired to enjoy the kiss of my mouth, announcing to me through my companions, ‘he kissed me with the kiss of his mouth’ [Cant. 1.1], I am ready, I incline my head, I offer my mouth for a kiss, however many times it pleases. And do not say in your heart, ‘I do not seek that mouth, which is without beauty and loveliness [cf. Isa. 53.2], but rather that glorious one, which the angelic citizens always desire to enjoy.’ Do not, do not err thus, for unless first you will have kissed affectionately that [unlovely] mouth, you will not be able to reach that [glorious] one at all. Therefore, kiss that mouth which now I offer to you, since though it may be without beauty and loveliness, nevertheless, it is not without grace.”51

The author of this Meditation recognized the potential for aesthetic revulsion and, by inspiring guilt for such revulsion in his readers, harnessed the very intensity of their distaste to devotional ends. Judah/Herman’s “autobiography” does much the same but projects the revulsion onto an already religiously reviled figure. By presenting a Jew recoiling in disgust from Christ’s image, it provokes the reader (a Christian canon or monk) to distance himself from the Jew’s reaction. But the very need to do so implicitly acknowledges the potential for such recoil in every Christian reader.

7. Jewish Eyes

This, then, explains the hideous and hostile Jews in our images. They do not appear here because Jews iconographically marked as such must needs be included in Crucifixion scenes. Rather, when Christian makers of art sought to teach their viewers how properly to contemplate the image of Christ, they turned to the figures that, during the course of the previous seventy years and more, had been established in Christian art as the preeminent “witnesses” to the power and authority of the Christian image. In the time of Bernward of Hildesheim, Christian prelates had been encouraged by images to compare their own exercise of high office to that of the New Testament elders. Since the turn of the twelfth century, Christian viewers had been regaled with images of ancient Hebrews and their modern descendants, that they might attend to the testimony of the former and meditate on the myopia of the latter. When the new devotional and artistic emphasis on Christ’s vulnerability created a need for instruction in compassionate and empathetic response, then, the Jews were ready at hand.

Devotional literature from the middle decades of the century amply testifies to the Jews’ utility in this regard. In the aforementioned Meditation on the crucifix there is only a plea that the viewer/meditator not look disparagingly on Christ; there is no condemnation of those who do. But other texts explicitly invoke the Jews as exemplars of loveless looking. Bernard of Clairvaux made compassionate response to Christ’s suffering a touchstone for faith in terms clearly inspired by visual imagination: “Neither Jew nor pagan feels the pangs of love as Ecclesia does.… She sees the only-begotten Son of the Father bearing the burden of His Cross; she sees the Lord of Majesty bruised and spat upon, the Author of life and glory transfixed with nails, struck by the lance, flooded with mockery, and finally laying down His beloved soul for His friends. She sees this, and the sword of love pierces through her own soul too, and she says, ‘Support me with flowers, compass me about with apples, for I languish with love’ [Cant. 2:5].”52 The Jews’ role in bringing about Christ’s sufferings here seems almost incidental; the thrust of the passage is to promote love among potentially coldhearted Christians by condemning the Jews’ pitiless response to the sight of those sufferings. Bernward’s contemporary Peter the Venerable, who saw reverential acknowledgment of Christ’s sacrifice as humankind’s primary obligation, was clearly defending less than luxurious and decidedly nontriumphant depictions of Christ when he bellowed at the Jews: “What do you expect to see, Jews: gold, silver, gems?! Your own prophets said he would come in humility.…”53 Blunter still is the caution proffered by the Cistercian abbot Geoffrey of Auxerre to novices striving to live spiritually in a material world. “Do not be distracted by exterior light,” he warned, “for Christ himself would have neither beauty nor grace, were he viewed with Jewish eyes.”54

8. The Lethal Gaze

The most piercing Jewish gaze I know appears in an image from the Stammheim Missal, a north German prayer book from Bernward of Hildesheim’s own monastery of Saint Michael’s, dating to around 1170 to 1175.55 It is an elaborately structured Crucifixion scene prefacing the Canon of the Mass, the most important prayer in the Eucharist, Christianity’s central sacrament. The image is filled with both familiar and unusual characters and symbols: the Virgin Mary and Saint John, the lance bearer and sponge giver, Sun and Moon, Life and Death, Ecclesia and Synagoga, and a young man trampling the grapes of wrath (Isa. 63:1–6) while flanked by the prophet Isaiah and a youthful figure in white. The treatment of Jewish vision here is striking. Through an act of bifurcation, the image implicitly acknowledges the simultaneous attraction and revulsion embedded in the “Jewish” way of looking: Christ is glared at from his left (sinister side) by not one personification but two: Synagoga and Death.56 [Fig. 10] Synagoga’s presence beside Christ is perfectly conventional; she had appeared in Crucifixions at least since the ninth century. (See ch. 1, fig. 11.) But those earlier discreetly veiled or blindfolded spinsters can hardly be compared to this immodest young siren, whose lustrous, long, and thick dark hair and enticingly white neck are so brazenly exposed and who wears a hat properly belonging to a male priest or prophet. And who can see. For this Synagoga’s eyes are wide open, and she apparently both knows and hates what she is seeing: she carries a scroll saying “Cursed be he who hangs on the tree” as she contradicts Ecclesia and points malevolently at the dying figure beside her. The phrase (from Gal. 3:13, which in turn quotes Deut. 21:23) simultaneously evokes Old Testament law, Saint Paul’s condemnation of the harshness of that law, and, as is indicated by Herman/Judah’s reference to the hanging man, contemporary Jews’ disparagement of the crucifix. Earlier ambivalence about Synagoga’s embodiment of Jewish witness is here converted into an actively hostile rendering of her vision. The inspiration for her curse is made clear by her companion and coconspirator: Synagoga’s scroll seems to emerge from the dark, frowning brow of the dark-faced, curved-nosed devilish Mors (Death) just below, whose distorted profile and toothy grimace are all too reminiscent of those sported by Jews in contemporary images.
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But the primary function of this image is not to indict the Jews. It is to help Christians see Christ’s sacrifice in the proper spirit. It does this in two ways. First, by juxtaposing the hideously devilish Death with the deceptively young and beautiful Synagoga, it highlights moral qualities that are (as the image implicitly acknowledges) not as apparent in the real world as they might be. Synagoga’s dark companion “outs” the pitilessness hidden under her seductive appearance. The lovely but loveless looker is associated with visible ugliness, so that the Christian might see, recognize, and recoil from a similar error. Second, the image helps the viewer learn to see in the humble and human Jesus the spark of the divine. But it does not do so by exalting abjection. Rather, it codifies new aesthetic criteria, teaching the viewer to question his own preferences. The traditional attributes of divinity, as defined by both Judah/Herman and the monastic iconographic note—height, glow, color, preciousness, beauty, health—are here stood on their head, as we are prompted to spurn the gaudy figures that torment Christ and the falsely lovely and inappropriately attired Synagoga.57 This most luxurious, complex, and non-Cistercian of manuscripts conveys Christ’s life-giving, love-deserving humility primarily through underscoring the extravagance, insolence, and rage of his deadly Jewish foes.

Yet it is worth noting that even the undoubtedly anti-Jewish elements in the Stammheim Missal focus not on the Jews’ deeds or historical crimes (the lance bearer, who wears a Phrygian cap, and the sponge giver, who is bareheaded and beardless, are not here marked as Jews) but on their contemptuous gaze. The great innovation of the “new theology” of which Lombard was a prominent exponent was to stress intention and motivation over action and effect. The famous philosopher and theologian Peter Abelard (d. 1142) tried to promote this shift when he lamented, “[God] sees there where no man sees, because in punishing sin he sees not the deed but the mind, whereas, conversely, we consider not the mind, which we do not know, but the deed.”58 But this new emphasis on internal ethical positioning introduced complications. How, in the varied and confused world of twelfth-century society, was one to look beyond externals and distinguish among the perfect, the imperfect, and the outright evil? What Lombard and Abelard sought to do in their ethics, our artists sought to do in their art. As if to underscore the primacy of attitude over action, many of the glaring, hostile Jewish faces created between about 1165 and 1200 belong to Jews who are not inflicting bodily harm on Christ. The full repertory of graphic facial expressions, just coming into its own in the art of this period, was also applied to Jews who simply revile and mock Jesus, his followers, and his Old Testament prototypes.59 Many new typological and biblical scenes that enter the visual and preaching repertoire around this time seem, in fact, designed primarily to give scope to manifestations of Jewish derision. Members of this hostile crowd include the Pharisee in grimacing profile in the Great Canterbury Psalter (fig. 11);60 the grotesque-featured, sneering Jew who turns around to mock Jesus on the road to Calvary on the Balfour Ciborium (see fig. 2); the darkly scowling and aggressively pointing rabbi and bulbous-nosed recalcitrant auditors debating with Saint Paul on an enamel plaque of around 1175 (fig. 12); and Noah’s disrespectful son Ham (who is glossed in Christian texts as a figure for Jews) sneering through a gaping, toothy black smudge of a mouth at the exposed pudenda of his inadvertently drunken father in the Stuttgart Orosius (fig. 13).61

Even an image in which Jews are actively attacking Christ focuses primarily on their ferocious, yet clouded sight. [Fig. 14; see also color insert] In two different chapters in the Gospel of John, “the Jews,” enraged at Jesus’s perceived blasphemy, threaten to stone him.62 The Gospel does not specify how Jesus escaped punishment, telling us only that “Jesus hid himself and went out of the temple” and “he escaped from their hands.”63 A Belgian illumination from around 1175 supplies an answer: as four gaped-mouthed, low-browed Jews drawn in profile and with large, hooked noses raise their fists to hurl stones toward a tall, elegantly dressed Christ, a dark cloud descends from heaven to envelop his head and hide it from their view.64 This miasmic haze would do little to save Jesus from the threatened stoning (his body—the lower, human half—remains fully exposed), but it serves admirably to shield his beautiful face from the Jews’ angry and lethal gaze.65
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9. Beauty and the Eye of the Beholder

The glaring and coarse Jewish faces in devotional art of the last third of the twelfth century forced Christian viewers unused to gazing at a humble Christ to reconsider their own response and to seek to distance themselves from those ugly, angry figures. Precisely because so many Christians found it difficult to “see” beauty or glory in Christ’s humility, the Jews’ contempt for Christ’s sacrifice was rendered visually unsavory. But our images do more than simply externalize inner ugliness: they help reconfigure the Christian ideal of beauty, by pointedly contrasting simplicity with its reverse. Christ’s pale, slack, barely clad body might not radiate worldly glory, but in these images it has a gentle serenity and grace, especially when contrasted with the fashionably dressed, coarse-featured, confusedly busy figures that surround him. This new aesthetic, however, hardly constitutes an overturning of dominant values. Prevailing social mores—respect for power, regard for control—are not denied, just subtly reinterpreted. Moreover, we cannot forget that this aesthetic is manifested in expensive worldly objects and luxurious and colorful manuscripts. In this way the patrons of our images—wealthy clerics (mostly, it seems, Benedictine monks and secular prelates, influenced by Cistercian spirituality but not subject to Cistercian discipline)—got to have their cake and eat it too: they condemned loveless and materialistic looking, by glaring hostilely at luxurious and hostile material images. They used the art they loved to kindle love for Christ and teach themselves and the clerics under their care to “see” in the proper spirit.66 Hence the images’ overwhelming focus on vision—on the viewers’ varied reactions to the saving signs of the brazen serpent and the crucifix.67

I do not wish to leave the impression that actual Jewish-Christian relations play no role in either the conception or reception of such apparently anti-Jewish artworks. Just as it is no coincidence that these texts and images all come from the same place and time—later-twelfth-century northeastern France and northern Germany (and in a case or two, England)—it is surely no coincidence that these areas were the center of the most flourishing Jewish communities in northern Europe. The new devotional emphases on poverty, humility, and simplicity arose in precisely these areas as a response to rapid urban growth and commercial prosperity. Jews contributed significantly to these economic developments. Some profited mightily, bringing them into close contact with members of the Christian elites, both lay and clerical—to the distress of pious writers such as Ekbert of Schönau, who sought through vituperative prose to inculcate in his readers greater social disdain. Jews also noted and reacted to the Christian devotional and artistic trends that arose in tandem with the new commercial activity and prosperity. A range of mid-twelfth-century texts suggest that Jews did indeed harbor, and sometimes outwardly expressed, contempt for the crucified Christ.68 One Jew is even recorded as having understood but rejected the message of the new iconography: Nathan ben Joseph the Official of Sens (thirteenth century) is supposed to have said in reply to a Franciscan preacher’s assertion that the brazen serpent was a “type” for the Crucifixion, “That is true. The brazen serpent does indeed represent Christ crucified, and the sight of him in this situation is enough to cure us of a desire to believe in him!”69 This Jewish contempt required Christian response for two reasons. Obviously Christians would not willingly tolerate the mocking of their most revered image by a people supposed to live in subjection. But as I have already argued, the evidence suggests that in the 1160s and 1170s an even more pressing need for response arose from the fact that some Christians shared, if not the Jews’ hostile reactions, then at least the aesthetic judgments and cultural assumptions underlying them: they, too, were discomfited by the representation of God as a humble victim. If our images can be said to reflect anti-Jewish hostility, it was not a hostility arising naturally from cultural difference and distance but a hostility that had to be incited, precisely in order to construct an otherwise incomplete difference and distance.

Thus, though our images were made for devotional ends, their effects were not restricted to the realm of devotion. It is impossible to prove a direct, causal relationship between any of our images and the anti-Jewish accusations and violent episodes that began to appear in Germany, England, and France in the 1170s and intensified in the following decades. But as we have seen, a convincing correlation can be drawn between the new devotional emphasis on Christ’s suffering, the composition of medieval anti-Jewish Passion treatises, the birth of the ritual murder accusation, and the appearance in art of the hostile and glaring Jew. Each of these genres sought first and foremost to promote Christian pity and piety. But at the same time, each also excited the opposite of compassion. Viewers may have more readily pitied the crucified Christ when they saw how hideous the lack of pity could render an infidel face. But they also more readily reviled those pitiless infidels. In giving visual form to loveless looking, medieval Christendom learned to look with hate.


 

CHAPTER FOUR

ALL THE WORLD A PICTURE

Jews and the Mirror of Society, CA. 1220–1300

[image: image]

 

Yet eyes this cunning want to grace their art;

They draw but what they see, know not the heart.

—William Shakespeare, Sonnet 24, lines 13–14

Around the year 1200 the remarkable creative, artistic, and reforming energy that had animated the great monasteries and cathedral schools of twelfth-century Europe began to spill over into the wider world. In rapidly expanding cities across the continent, clerics paid new notice to lay behavior and mores, scholars paid new attention to natural and physical phenomena, rulers flaunted new powers and ambitions, and laymen displayed new piety and prosperity.1 As Jews were attracted to the cities by the opportunities and protections they offered, Jewish life became even more thoroughly literate, commercialized, and urbanized than previously. Christian society followed suit, with a substantial merchant class and bourgeoisie developing for the first time since the fall of the Roman Empire. These developments had significant impact on the visual life of medieval people: as cathedrals rose, courts flourished, markets burgeoned, and workshops multiplied, images suddenly seemed to be everywhere in Christendom.2 And it sometimes can seem that Jews were everywhere in thirteenth-century Christian imagery. In contrast to the previous two centuries, when images of Jews, though steadily proliferating, had remained largely confined to biblical manuscripts and sculpture or liturgical objects evocative of the historical past, Jews now began to appear in a far wider variety of genres (illustrated apocrypha and apocalypses, biblical commentaries, bestiaries, miracles of the Virgin, lives of the saints, treatises on virtue and vice, histories of the world) and to be associated with a broadened range of objects or animals, many recognizable from everyday life. In moralizing imagery in various types of artworks, coins and coin-filled moneybags signified moneylending or avarice; cats, which were associated with hunting and nighttime and symbolized heresy, were shown with Jews; and crows, which collected shiny objects, and toads, which swelled themselves up, signaled greed and usury, the illicit amassing of wealth. Through these and other images, Jews, traditionally used to signify the outdated past, came to be identified with the most “modern” of activities and tendencies—moneylending, philosophy, heresy, curiosity. [Fig. 1] So, for example, an illustration of the end of the world depicts the followers of Antichrist as money-clutching Jews; a roundel condemning heresy shows Jews inviting university students to worship a demonic cat; an image of Hypocrisy portrays Jews worshipping an idol; and an entry in a bestiary describing the owl’s preference for darkness is illustrated with a blindfolded Jew engaged in a futile dispute.3 Many of these artworks enlist and extend the visual strategies examined in the last chapter—assigning to Jews coarse features and cruel expressions. These new image collections are so striking, their use of physiognomy and expression is so powerful, and so many recent studies have been devoted to their analysis that one might well conclude that thirteenth-century artists were obsessed with Jews and that thirteenth-century art was obsessively anti-Jewish.4
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This impression is quite misleading. In spite of the undoubted deployment of innovative and often (to us) disturbing anti-Jewish imagery in the thirteenth century, most manuscripts of the period, whether Bibles, bestiaries, hagiographies, commentaries, or histories, still show few readily identifiable postbiblical Jews and even fewer denigrated or distorted ones. The same holds true for monumental sculpture, liturgical objects and vestments, and stained glass. Beyond the confines of a group of arresting but by no means typical works, the vast majority of figures construable as Jews continue to fall into a narrow range of standard characters: Hebrew prophets or New Testament Judeans, with the occasional addition of a single hell-bound unbeliever in the company of other sinners.5 It is a considerable challenge to square this general visual reticence and conservatism regarding Jews with the intense anti-Judaism of a small number of objects and creative iconographic innovations. And yet in the best scholastic fashion we must try to reconcile these apparent contradictions, if we are to arrive at anything like a representative sense of the place of Jews in thirteenth-century art.

In this chapter I approach that task by surveying the full range of “Jewish” figures (that is, of figures whom viewers could and probably would have identified as Jewish or associated with Judaism because of their clothing, faces, actions, or attributes) in a single great multimedia monument: the cathedral of Chartres. Chartres is a useful test case for reasons both historical and practical. As an early example of the Gothic style that came to dominate thirteenth-century France and eventually much of the rest of Europe, Chartres was one of the most influential—and so is one of the most intensively studied—of all medieval buildings.6 It contains the most complete surviving ensemble of thirteenth-century stained glass and sculpture;7 its chapter and school were in close touch with prevailing intellectual trends;8 its bishops were involved in the most important religious, military, and political developments of the day; it was patronized by the Capetian royal dynasty; and (not least) high-quality images of its sculpture and glass are readily available on the Web.9 Moreover, several aspects of the cathedral of Chartres make it a likely locus for the working out of Jewish imagery: it was a major center of the growing cult of the Virgin, which generated wildly popular miracle tales that often featured Jewish scoundrels; its decoration is closely related to the earliest surviving manuscripts of the Bibles moralisées, probably the most relentlessly anti-Jewish of all thirteenth-century artworks; its stained glass program draws heavily from preaching exempla, a genre in which Jews often feature; and it has been singled out in a recent book on anti-Jewish art as the “supreme embodiment” of Christian triumphalism.10 Few structures offer so rich a field for exploring what thirteenth-century Christians might glean about Jews from looking at art.

1. Venerable Signs, Venerable Prophets

The vast majority of “Judaic” figures encountered by visitors to Chartres are not despised infidels but revered forerunners. The prominence of Hebrew prophets, patriarchs, and monarchs in the sculptures and glass of Chartres, as of all other Gothic cathedrals, is striking. At least twenty-two large-scale Old Testament figures and countless small ones adorn the major entrance to the cathedral, the three doors that together comprise the Royal Portal of the west facade. Although this portal dates to about 1145—exactly contemporary to Suger’s Abbey Church of Saint-Denis—and so may have appeared old-fashioned to thirteenth-century viewers, it nevertheless remained a point of civic pride for residents of Chartres and a source of wonder and delight for visiting pilgrims. Its depiction of Hebrew figures inevitably influenced, and would have informed viewers’ reception of, subsequent depictions of Jews.11 [Fig. 2] Their clothing, for example, appears on characters in a range of different scenes that eventually came to adorn the cathedral. This similarity helps to mark those other figures as “Judaic,” but it also draws attention to the differences in behavior and outlook between the prophets and elders on the Royal Portal and their less revered descendants. Much of what we find in the Royal Portal is familiar from earlier artworks. The standing prophets carved on either side of all three doorways perpetuate iconographic traditions that go back to the late eleventh century: their beards, hats, and scrolls embody antique authority, confirming the central role of Hebrew scripture in Christian thought while simultaneously ratifying the respectability of artistic innovation.12 [Fig. 3] Other areas of the Royal Portal use traditional iconography to address more timely (that is, mid-twelfth-century) concerns. The Hebrew elders on the lintel of the northern door, for example, recall the debates examined in chapter 2, when depictions of Hebrews with blocked or partial vision helped distinguish spiritual ways of seeing from material ones.13 Although these elders sit just below a glorious image of Christ in Majesty, he is not visible to them: they awkwardly crane their necks in a fruitless attempt to see the divinity hidden from them by their own framing and by a roiling cloud.14 [Fig. 4] They are, however, not ridiculed for their incapacity: they are garbed and seated with dignity and endowed with the same beards and scrolls as the more prescient prophets.
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FIG. 4

This basic approach to Hebraic heritage did not disappear: the thirteenth-century contributions to Chartres’s imagery continued to emphasize the authentic if archaic nature of Hebrew history and prophecy. Sometimes this message is conveyed via traditional iconographic signs, as in the cathedral’s two versions of the Jesse tree (visual genealogy of Christ in the form of a family tree), in which mantles or hats, scrolls, and beards endow Christ’s ancestors and the prophets who foretold his coming with an aura of wisdom and venerability.15 [Fig. 5] The value of Hebrew antiquity can also be expressed through placement: the situating of Isaiah and Jeremiah alongside Saints Peter and John the Baptist in the north porch central portal, for example, underscores the continuity from the Old Law to the New.16 New stylistic developments could be used to reinforce traditional themes: Isaiah, Jeremiah, and the other remarkably carved Hebrews on the same portal are often cited as examples of a new valuation of the physical, visible world.17 [Fig. 6] The wonderfully wise and care-lined, compassionate faces of these kings and prophets wed human emotion and divine revelation, while their fleshly realism seems to concede value and beauty to the corporeal realm, traditionally associated with Judaism.18
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Of course this new regard for the human body by no means amounts to a wholesale embrace of materialism, much less of Hebraic literalism or ritual. Thirteenth-century artworks continued to declare the superiority of “spiritual Christian” over “material Hebrew” vision. The famous lancets depicting evangelists sitting on the shoulders of prophets transferred to the religious realm a metaphor for intellectual progress popularized at the Chartres cathedral school, where in the twelfth century a master declared (with deceptive humility) that he and his fellow scholars were “dwarves sitting on the shoulders of giants.”19 [Fig. 7; see also color insert] All these images are inherently unsympathetic to ongoing observance of the Old Law, in that they either underscore the antiquity of Hebrew scripture or stress the incompleteness of Hebrew vision and the obsolescence of Hebrew law. Yet there is nothing condemnatory in the way they visualize those fundamental Christian tenets. The Hebrew prophets carrying evangelists on their shoulders look more like caring fathers than subjugated slaves; they also evoke images of Saint Christopher bearing Christ on his back. The funnel-shaped pointed hat worn by Isaiah in a window dating to around 1230 may look odd to modern eyes, and it is true that such hats appear on Jews in contemporary manuscripts that are indisputably hostile to Judaism.20 But nothing at Chartres prompts the viewer to read this particular hat as denigrating: the flowering rod that Isaiah holds refers to the Virgin Mary, whose virginal conception he was believed to have foretold, and so emphasizes his foresight. Prophetic imagery such as this monumental Isaiah says nothing whatsoever about contemporary adherents of the superseded law (that is, living medieval Jews). Supersessionist theology was undoubtedly implicitly intolerant of Jewishness, but its visual expression at Chartres often does nothing to make intolerance explicit or to heighten anti-Judaism.
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FIG. 7

2. New Signs, Familiar Figures

In other contexts, particularly in the elaborate narrative ensembles pioneered in the thirteenth-century sculptural and stained glass programs, we see images that encourage new—and more visceral—readings of old episodes and texts. In some cases they do this by applying to (nonprophetic) Old Testament figures the stylistic and iconographic innovations developed in the 1170s and 1180s. These innovations include exaggerated or grotesque facial features, expressions of rage or despair, and emphatic or aggressive hand gestures; as we saw in chapter 3, they often serve to draw attention to the improper affective responses of Christ’s opponents, Jew and non-Jew alike. In other cases, new readings are prompted by the introduction of garments, gestures, and objects that evoke contemporary courtly/urban society or relate to current intellectual and economic trends.

Both types of sign accompany the three friends who counsel the suffering Job in the tympanum of the right portal of the north transept entrance, sometimes called the Portal of Wisdom.21 [Fig. 8] On the left three men gaze upon Job, lying passively on a dung heap, covered with sores. Job’s sufferings prefigure those of Christ, just as Job’s body recalls that of Christ in Entombment scenes; the friends therefore exemplify various responses to the sight of Christ’s agony. Their symbolic identities, however, are not easy to establish. According to the Bible (Job 4–11), these friends give Job poor counsel, false friendship, and empty exhortation; in medieval biblical commentary they were held to signify a range of iniquitous characters, from heretics to unbelievers of various stripes to corrupt prelates.22 The friends in this Chartres tympanum have been interpreted as representing the Old Law personified, a Muslim (portrayed as a pagan philosopher), and a hypocrite or heretic, though these attributions are not universally accepted.23 But if the identity of these friends is uncertain, the image does give subtle but significant clues concerning their qualities. The foremost of the friends frowns and seems to lecture the afflicted sufferer, while fastidiously holding his robe away from Job in the manner of an aristocrat avoiding contact with a pauper (or perhaps a Jewish priest avoiding contact with a corpse, as specified in Lev. 21:1). This man’s entire aspect speaks of haughtiness, selfishness, and a lack of fellowship and compassion. The friend in the center, the sole beardless male in the scene, turns away from Job and toward the man on the left, presenting a distinct view of his prominent and bony nose.24 The significance of this feature is not clear. As we have seen, in the late twelfth century distorted noses of various types generally signified moral turpitude. By around 1220, when this portal was made, this particular kind of large, hooked nose had been often though by no means exclusively depicted on Jews, especially in images of the Crucifixion, where it called attention to the Jews’ refusal to contemplate Christ. The lack of a beard may, however, weigh against identifying the figure as a Jew. Moreover, the seated Jeremiah on the left frame of the right doorway of the royal portal has a prominent, bony nose, which could not have been intended to denigrate the prophet. The third friend, on the far left, consults or debates with the second while anxiously pulling at his beard. This is also a familiar and ambiguous gesture: as we have seen, it can signify fear, fury, or consternation on the one hand or compassionate concern on the other.25 In light of the overwhelmingly negative interpretations of these characters, it seems safe to assume that here the friend’s gesture is not caring but contemptuous, especially since the sole other figure at Chartres shown pulling his beard is a Jewish judge ordering the stoning of Saint Stephen.26 Overall, then, Job’s three friends seem to be characterized by pride, recalcitrance, callousness, and intellectual arrogance. These are all qualities that were associated with Jews in contemporary religious polemic, and each figure has at least some visual cues associated with Jewishness.27 None of the figures, though, is unambiguously depicted as Jewish, and these same negative qualities were also frequently linked in contemporary sermons and biblical commentary with heretics and corrupt Christians.
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The reading of Job’s friends as exemplars of a typically but not exclusively Jewish kind of intellectual arrogance is reinforced by the analogous figures in the lintel just below, which depicts the Judgment of Solomon, in which the king has to decide which of two women is the true mother of a child claimed by both (1 Kings 3:16–22).28 [Fig. 9] Most medieval commentators on this episode highlighted its Christological (and so at least potentially anti-Jewish) significance: Augustine identified the two mothers as Ecclesia and Synagoga, who fight over Christ; Claudius of Turin, echoed by the Glossa Ordinaria, suggested that the false mother was either Synagoga or heretics.29 Bernard of Clairvaux likewise scolded the false mother as “impious Synagoga.”30 For our purposes, I am less concerned with the central theological struggle embodied in the two women than with the unprecedented representation of multiple peripheral observers. To the right of the mothers are six seated onlookers, all very diverse in both appearance and reaction. Two—one in the center background and one on the far right—are clean-shaven, sporting fashionable chin-length, bobbed hairstyles favored by courtly nobles.31 The figure on the far right touches the cord of his cloak, also a gesture associated with high social status.32 Both of these men gaze in the direction of King Solomon, whom they physically resemble. A third man, with shoulder-length hair and a short, trimmed beard, also looks toward the king; he too touches the cord of his cloak with one hand while resting his other hand peacefully on his knee. These three men, then, appear to be respected and respectful courtiers, listening with reverence and dignity to Solomon’s wise ruling. There is nothing “Jewish”-looking about them, though they presumably represent the discerning among Israel: their calm, contemplative gazes seem to epitomize verse 3:28: “Israel learned of the judgment of the king and revered the king because they saw that he had in him a divine wisdom.” The other three men do not look toward the king, and they seem confused, distracted, or agitated rather than prescient. The man on the far left, who has strong features and a long, pointed beard, stares out toward the viewer with an unfocused or preoccupied expression. The last two men are engaged in a heated academic or legal debate. On the right, a man with a dark, curly beard and bony nose and wearing the cap of a judge leans forward on his seat and gestures vigorously with both hands. His colleague has a long, curly, forked beard and wears a pointed hat, presumably to indicate that he is a priest. He turns away from Solomon as he stretches his right arm across his chest, as if to deny or contradict the king’s decree.33 The full grouping, then, highlights the varying responses to the judgment displayed by Solomon’s people (Israel) and suggests that some at least—the elders among them—were led astray by rigidity, pride of office, intellectual arrogance, and/or the Old Law itself. Since the Bible states that Solomon’s wisdom came directly from God (1 Kings 3:28: “he possessed wisdom from God”), the image in effect proclaims the superiority of divine revelation over legalism, hieratic authority, high office, or book-based learning, here associated via the signs of the hat and the beard with Jewishness—though explicitly not with all Israel.
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The famous stained glass windows of Chartres likewise use gestures, expressions, features, and attire to shape our reading of biblical personnel.34 As in the Job tympanum and the Solomon lintel, while some of these signs seem to align iniquity with Jewishness, the alignment is by no means consistent, exclusive, or totalizing. [Fig. 10] In the window dedicated to Joseph the Patriarch, two of the brothers who cast Joseph into the well are drawn in profile, accenting their pointed, goatee-type beards and bony, curved or hooked noses.35 In the next scene these same features appear on the hooded brother who points aggressively toward (perhaps haggling with?) an Egyptian slave trader offering up a handful of coins. The Egyptian trader is almost the mirror image of Joseph’s brother—he is drawn in profile and has a forward-curving pointed beard. These two men, Judean shepherd and Egyptian merchant, thus resemble each other to a striking degree, presumably to highlight and indict the greed and hard-heartedness of both seller and purchaser. The second Egyptian in the scene of the selling of Joseph, who grabs Joseph’s hand, is bearded and wears a slightly peaked cap—a form of headgear displayed on both Jews and merchants. It is, then, certainly possible to see an anti-Jewish element in these scenes, especially in light of stereotypical allegations of Jewish avarice and lack of compassion (as well as of Joseph’s status as a “type” for Christ). But such a reading is by no means the only one. It is worth noting that the other brothers are all rendered in a neutral or nondistinctive fashion.36
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The same somewhat confusing deployment of (possibly) Jewish signs occurs in the window illustrating the Parable of the Prodigal Son (Luke 15:11–32).37 The visual narrative has, as noted by Wolfgang Kemp, “hardly anything to do with the biblical text,” instead using the parable as a springboard for criticizing contemporary mores and airing pressing concerns.38 According to one recent interpretation, the window sets up a moral contest in which Everyman (the Prodigal Son) wavers between the spiritual transcendence of the church (the father’s home) and the materialism of urban commercial life (the town in which the son squanders his inheritance).39 Given the conventional polemical association of Judaism with materialism and corruption, one might expect that the urban characters would display Jewish signs, and the father, Christian ones. But this is not the case. Instead, it is the father who is given signs associated with both Hebrew antiquity and Jewish prosperity.

In the first scene, in which the Prodigal Son asks for his inheritance, the father resembles a Hebrew patriarch: bearded, wearing a peaked cap, seated on a throne-like chair, one hand poised commandingly on his knee. [Fig. 11] The fashionably clad, clean-shaven, curly haired Prodigal Son refuses to take the advice of this venerable figure, pointing impudently into his father’s face. [Fig. 12] In the next scene, the father stands beside a golden treasure chest and hands a golden double cup to his son, who also cradles a pile of gold coins in his arm. Here the father seems to have changed personae. He wears a small skullcap and a midlength robe revealing his slightly bent legs; beside his active and energetic fur-cloaked son he looks less like a venerable patriarch than a somewhat obsequious merchant or shopkeeper catering to a young nobleman. Although in another context this scene could easily be read as a satire on Jewish commercialism, what is condemned here is not the father’s amassed wealth but the son’s pretension, arrogance, and disrespect. [Fig. 13] By contrast, in the town, that bastion of corrupt materialism, there are no Jewish-looking figures at all. Instead, the depravities of the “world” are embodied in women and youths: in yet another display of upended social hierarchy, our young heir is preyed upon by lowborn prostitutes, gamblers, and serving boys. [Fig. 14; see also color insert] The Prodigal Son does not encounter another Jewish-looking figure until, destitute, he hires himself out as a laborer to a bearded, seated man wearing a skullcap. As the labor in question is guarding swine in a wood, the employer must be a wealthy rural householder, as similar in status to the father as he is in appearance. This symbolic return to the paternal fold is followed by an actual return, as the Prodigal goes back to his father’s house.
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In the final scenes, which show [Fig. 15] the older son protesting his brother’s favorable treatment, [Fig. 16] the father ordering the killing of the fatted calf, and the celebratory feast, order has been restored and the father has regained his vigor and authority. His beard, cap, and cloak again recall those of antique patriarchs, while in the feast scene his solid centrality echoes that of Christ presiding at the Last Supper. All this suggests that if the father’s home is the site of “spirituality,” that spirituality consists not of antimaterialistic asceticism but of tradition, stability, and venerable authority—qualities readily expressed through Hebraic signs. And while the sins of the Prodigal Son and the town dwellers are manifold, they are not in any way visually linked to the stereotypical materialism of the Jew. This window, then, does not use Jewish signs to envision virtue and vice along the lines of a “spirit-matter” dichotomy, as one might expect. Instead, it (somewhat surprisingly) enlists signs of the Old Law to promote old-fashioned values. As we shall see, it does this not in order to praise Jewishness but to critique aspects of Christian society.
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FIG. 16

3. New Genres, New Villains

In addition to such reimagined biblical scenes and characters, the sculpture and glass of Chartres also display many examples of elaborate narratives peopled by a wide range of new characters and a host of new iconographic signs.40 Some of these undoubtedly articulate an intensified hostility toward Jewishness. [Fig. 17; see also color insert] In an elaborately symbolic window that combines tales of Christ’s Passion with Old Testament typologies, for example, Synagoga has a snake wrapped around her eyes instead of the traditional blindfold.41 To further underscore the satanic source of her blindness, she is shot in the eye by a small bestial demon.42
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The villains of the cathedral’s extensive narrative hagiographical cycles are often endowed with Jewish attributes, apparently in order to link their sins to excessive literalism, lack of compassion, and/or excessive materialism. [Fig. 18] So, for example, the Saint Stephen window contains several scenes of the protomartyr debating Jewish doctors of the law.43 Beard, mantle, and pointed hat recall the law they are misguidedly invoking, while the sources of their error are specified in their pointing, debating, and reckoning gestures, which bespeak arrogance and pedantry, and in the demon that flies down to join them.

However, characters who are explicitly not labeled Jewish in the texts but who lay false claim to knowledge, power, and authority are also endowed with Jewish signs. [Fig. 19] Such figures include the pagan magicians who gesticulate vigorously as they dispute with Saints Simon and Jude,44 [Fig. 20] the Persian magician who sends his disciple to debate with Saint James the Greater,45 [Fig. 21] and the Gentile in the Saint Sylvester window who at Constantine’s order worships a golden idol that is lifting up two bowls of coins.46 All of these characters flaunt symbols associated with Jewishness—beards, pointy hats or mantles, pseudo-Hebrew scrolls or books, hooked noses. They are thus shown to combine stereotypical Jewish qualities—excessive attachment to the text, legal literalism, pride of position or attachment to ritual, bestiality or moral turpitude—with newer and perhaps more topical failings: intellectual arrogance, as represented by the disputing gesture, and commercial greed, as represented by coins.
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FIG. 21

Not surprisingly, many of these signs reoccur in a tale from the Legend of Saint Nicholas featuring a Jewish moneylender, recounted in two different windows at Chartres.47 [Fig. 22]. In this tale, the Jew lends money to a Christian customer, who swears on a statue of Saint Nicholas that he will repay the loan by a certain date.48 [Fig. 23; see also color insert] The Christian then cheats the Jew by falsely swearing on the same statue that he had already handed over the required amount to the Jew (in fact he had hidden the money in a staff he asked the Jew to hold for a brief moment). The perjurer is killed by an offended Saint Nicholas and then brought back to life, whereupon the Jew converts. A recent analysis of these images suggested that they expressed the discomfort felt by the clerics attached to the chapter of Chartres Cathedral at the new power and prominence in their city of finance and commerce, seen as dangerous and volatile, and crystallized in the figure of the Jew.49 Certainly the centrality of money and exchange is very pronounced, but it is hard to agree that the primary theme of the tale is the evils of a money-based economy, much less of the Jew: the window was paid for by the proceeds of local commerce, on which the entire prosperity of Chartres was based. Nor is such a reading supported by the visual cues assigned these characters. Although the Jewish moneylender holds a moneybag, in the first panel his appearance speaks not of volatility and danger but of stability and authority, even generosity. In one window he wears a rounded cap and in the other a pointed hat with earflaps; in both he leans forward to offer the money with an open-palmed gesture. In beard, attire, and posture he resembles the father of the Prodigal Son and displays the same the kind of dignity and authority (see fig. 11). [Fig. 24] He also looks very much like the money changer’s client in the donor panel of the Joseph window. (In Chartres the customers of local money changers were either visiting merchants or pilgrims—both welcome classes of people. The money changers themselves were respected citizens of the town, permitted by the cathedral chapter to practice their trade even on Sundays, presumably for the convenience of pilgrims.)50 The clothing and attitude of the false borrower, by contrast, convey instability (in his youth, the curve of his body, even the fluttering of his hem), arrogance (the pointing gesture), extravagance (in his gold-trimmed clothing), and deceit (in his posture: he seems to wear his double cross on his sleeve, crossing his arms as he swears the false oath). Nor are these contrasting appearances inapt—they enshrine the moral differences in the characters. The false borrower is the “infidel” in the story, breaking faith and practicing a very “Jewish” form of exegesis in clinging to the letter of the law: his oath was strictly—literally—true, though essentially false. And the Jewish moneylender is in many ways its faithful hero. Not only does he accept an oath on a Christian image as surety for the loan rather than insist on a signed contract, as any thirteenth-century moneylender would surely do, but according to many versions of the legend he asks Saint Nicholas to revive the dead borrower, displaying both pity and faith in the Christian saint well before his conversion. One is tempted to echo Portia in the courtroom scene of The Merchant of Venice and ask: “Which is the merchant here, and which the Jew?”51
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FIG. 24

One final aspect of Jewish iconography at Chartres must be noted—the many “missed opportunities” for anti-Jewish imagery in the sculpture and glass of Chartres. [Fig. 25] In the same window that literally demonized the Jewish rabbis who opposed Saint Stephen in debate, the saint’s killers are clean-shaven and bareheaded, displaying no signs of Jewishness.52 Almost none of the martyricides in the so-called Portal of the Martyrs on the south porch of the cathedral or in any of the dozens of stained glass martyrdom scenes are shown as Jews. [Fig. 26] Cain, so frequently both interpreted and depicted as a Jew in Christian exegesis and art, displays no signs of Jewishness, even in the scene in which he slays his brother.53 In the window illustrating the Good Samaritan parable, the priest and the Levite, both traditionally glossed as exemplifying the harshness of the Old Law, are depicted as, respectively, a tonsured Catholic priest and a Catholic deacon.54 [Fig. 27] The Jewish high priest of apocryphal legend whose hand withered when he impiously touched the coffin of the Virgin Mary is portrayed here as bareheaded and clean-shaven; no visual cues identify him as Jewish.55 And I could go on and on.
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4. Who Is a Jew?

Who, then, is a Jew, and what is Jewishness in the imagery of Chartres Cathedral? Let us start with clothing, since medieval viewers seemed to pay particular attention to attire.56 By the thirteenth century the “Jewish hat” had become a strong, if by no means required or inevitable, signifier of Jewishness. But at Chartres hunting for Jews’ hats does not get us very far. Both “good” and “bad” Hebrews and Jews wear pointed hats, peaked caps, mantles, funnel-shaped caps, and rounded skullcaps; there are also numerous Jews with uncovered heads. Nor is the meaning of the Jews’ headgear unambiguous. In some cases (such as the idol-worshipping subject of Constantine in the Saint Sylvester window) it serves to link the sterile Old Law to a broad range of trespasses, some apparently unrelated to Judaic practice; in other cases (the Prodigal’s father) it seems to summon the respect that the Old Law continued to enjoy throughout medieval Christendom. The same holds true for scrolls, beards, and even coins: they can be read negatively or positively, depending on the context of their use and the character of their possessor. At Chartres Jews can display greed or generosity, foresight or blindness, belief or unbelief.

There is, then, no single, unifying message about Jews conveyed by the glass and sculpture of Chartres. Nor should we expect one in a monument that was not coherently conceived, that was planned, built, and paid for by dozens, perhaps hundreds of different people, and that rose and was modified over the course of several decades.57 Many of the variations in clothing, feature, and expression may be attributable primarily to workshop convention. But we can make one generalization about the iconography of Jewishness in these images. Without exception, every object, garment, feature, or facial expression attributed to a Judean or Jewish character can be found many more times on Gentile and Christian figures. Jews are not the only figures nor even the majority of figures in these images who wear peaked hats, pointed hoods, or rounded caps—all of these are customarily shown not only on ancient priests of various rites but on Christian merchants, burghers, artisans, and customers. Indeed, I cannot assert with any confidence that all the characters I have discussed here were considered Jewish or intended to evoke Jewishness. Some, such as Constantine’s mantle-wearing idol worshipper, are certainly not Jewish, though his attire looks distinctly Hebraic. The depiction of Jews at Chartres thus highlights a truth that many medieval texts tell us anyway: it was difficult to distinguish a Jew from a non-Jew in thirteenth-century western Europe. Canon 68 of the Fourth Lateran Council, convened in 1215 by Pope Innocent III to cleanse and organize Christendom according to an ambitious reform program, imposed distinctive clothing on Jews because, the decree explicitly states, Jews were visually indistinguishable from Christians throughout much of Europe.58 In the following decades the policy was adopted, though often not enforced, by secular rulers in France, England, Spain, Sicily, Germany, and elsewhere.59 We can conclude that in all these regions Jews and Christians were outwardly indistinguishable. Indeed, two thirteenth-century church councils complained that Jews dressed the same as, and could not be told apart from, Christian clerics!60

Jewish texts also acknowledged the potential for identity confusion, and Jewish religious authorities echoed Christian ones in condemning outward resemblance and seeking to prevent it. Rabbinical synods in early-thirteenth-century Germany chastised young men for looking and dressing like Christians, and a Hebrew story collection narrates a tale about a Jew who went to hell because he refused to grow a beard.61 Rabbi Meir of Rothenberg (d. 1293) reproved men who patronized Christian hat shops on Saturdays; although his main concern was that Jews might use items made on the Sabbath, the responsum confirms that Jews and Christians frequented the same hat shops and presumably wore similar hats.62 The same rabbi was asked to respond to the case of a Jewish man who regularly posed as a Christian, calling him “one of those despicable creatures who wander from town to town and alternately appear as Jews or as fanatical Christians.”63 This disjunction between Jews’ desired visual distinctiveness and their actual visual anonymity was emphasized all the more by recent artistic trends: just as Christians had become used to the sight of pointy-hatted Hebrews in their works of art, they began to notice that there were very few pointy-hatted Jews in their own world. The confusion and ambiguity plaguing so many images of Jews at Chartres (and, I must add, in almost all thirteenth-century artworks in which they appear) underscores the Jews’ disturbing lack of visual distinctiveness in life.

5. All the World a Picture

This cannot be the whole story. Although Jews were apparently not visually identifiable, most medieval town dwellers must have known who in their communities was Jewish and who was not. Jews were a tiny minority in thirteenth-century French cities and towns, as in most of the rest of Christendom. In spite of what seems to have been a considerable degree of cultural assimilation, they had their own communities, customs, and diets.64 Jews were not geographically isolated or residentially segregated, but they tended for convenience’s sake to live close to one another in certain quarters. The vast majority of social services and networks were intrareligious. The primary fear expressed by the Lateran decree—that “through error Christians have [sexual] relations with the women of Jews or Saracens, and Jews and Saracens with Christian women”—is the one kind of mixing that seems least likely to result from identity confusion, as Jewish (and Muslim) male members were unambiguously different from uncircumcised Christian ones.65 And even if some instances of identity confusion did arise in social or business situations, this need not be replicated in art: Gothic artists were perfectly able to devise signs with which to clearly identify their characters. Saints were known by their haloes, kings by their crowns, usurers by their moneybags, and Muslims by their turbans, though it is unlikely that any of these items regularly adorned such figures on the streets of medieval Chartres or, for that matter, Paris, London, or Rome. And of course, when artists wanted unambiguously to identify a Jew, they had means at their disposal with which to do so.

The ambiguity of religious identity at Chartres, then, was deliberate. And it extends to non-Jewish figures as well: Christian identity is hardly more straightforward. Saints are readily identified as such, but how was an artist to signal the less-than-saintly believer? As we have seen (fig. 24), the money changer’s client is iconographically indistinguishable from many Jews.

Far from being unique to the art of Chartres, awareness of the disjunction between socioreligious identity and outward appearance permeates thirteenth-century sermons, laws, letters, moral treatises, even fabliaux. In this rapidly urbanizing and increasingly commercialized and bureaucratized world, wealth began to replace descent as a source and marker of social status;66 literacy and education began to replace rank and kinship as a source of governmental authority;67 and written contracts began to replace personal ties and physical pledges as the basis for economic relations.68 Old certainties were undermined, old correlations were ruptured.69 Many texts testify to contemporary discomfort with these trends. A courtier complained that lowborn royal justices used their offices to “lord it” over their social superiors.70 Reformers expended considerable intellectual energy trying to distinguish acceptable professional and economic activities from unacceptable ones.71 Pastors struggled mightily, and usually ineffectively, to teach their flocks to reflect their inner spiritual state in outward behavior and appearance.72 Authors mocked spiritual and social pretension by elaborately detailing their characters’ inappropriate dress.73 Prelates fretted about how to comprehend (and control) new types of pious Christians, such as the lay devotees known as Beguines and Beghards, who failed to fit neatly into any categories, being neither secular nor monastic, fish nor fowl.74 Both the trends themselves and the complaints they inspired recalled aspects of Jewish life, which had long been more thoroughly literate, more intensely textualized, more commercialized, and more urbanized than most Christian communities—qualities that had been reinforced in recent decades. Critics implied, and sometimes explicitly alleged, that Christians were turning into Jews.75 The perceived “Jewishness” of the new urban culture reverberates throughout a sermon given by the abbot of one of the most respected religious houses in Paris, in which he reproaches his canons for unbecoming behavior. Not only did they exhibit such typically secular (or Jewish) vices as pride and luxury, he scolds, but they had even taken to wearing typically secular (or Jewish) clothing: sumptuous materials, bright colors, and even, he specifically laments, the pilleus—the cap now closely associated with both merchants and Jews.76

The threat posed by Jews, then, or rather by the qualities Jews embodied and the iconographic signs Jews displayed, was that in their undermining of traditional authority in favor of textuality and materiality, they encapsulated much wider trends. Coins and documents, like clothing, now seemed to create a new, alternate reality that threatened to supplant the deeper spiritual “reality” of Christian teaching—the superiority of faith and virtue. This is explicitly stated in a letter sent by Pope Innocent III to King Philip II of France in January 1205. The letter is a long litany of complaints about the perceived preferential treatment accorded Jews in France. After repeating some standard grievances concerning the pawning of precious ecclesiastical vessels (such as chalices) to Jews and the employment of Christian servants by Jews, Innocent moves on to lambast the privileging of Jewish witnesses in court: Jews, he says, “have to this day been given preference in the French realm to such an extent that Christian witnesses are not believed against them, while they are admitted to testimony against Christians. Thus, if the Christian witnesses to whom they have loaned money on usury bring Christian witnesses about the facts in the case, [the Jews] are given more credence because of the document (instrumento) which the indiscreet debtor has left with them through negligence or carelessness than are the Christians through the witnesses produced.”77 In other words: how dare you accept the physical evidence of outsiders over the sworn testimony of friends!

Few modern readers would share Innocent’s outrage; our own courts would naturally privilege written documentation supplied by a creditor over the word of a defaulting debtor who could not produce proof of quittance. But this is because in our legal egalitarian, rationalist, and evidence-oriented society truth is considered autonomous, independent of the identity or status of its asserter. This was not the case in the corporate, hierarchical, and hieratic society of medieval Christendom, where virtue and legal standing had traditionally been very much tied up with identity and the word of members of some classes was valued over that of others.78 Compare Innocent’s lament with an almost exactly contemporary text written by and for the clerics attached to Chartres, presumably to help finance the construction of the cathedral, the Miracles de Notre-Dame de Chartres. The second tale in the collection tells of the miraculous healing of a blind boy. The author adduces as proof of the Virgin’s divine intervention the testimony of “so many and such honest witnesses,” which (he claims) silenced “Jews, heretics, and all those who habitually deny and denigrate the miracles of saints.”79 Both of these texts demonstrate the coexistence of clashing epistemologies. In the traditional world of faith, the word of a believer must always prevail over the rationalism, skepticism, and even hard evidence of the unbeliever.80 In royal courts and urban markets, this assumption was quaint at best: written financial documents and legal instruments increasingly held sway.81 That such innovations should violate venerable values and render the status and faith of competing witnesses irrelevant seemed to Pope Innocent to undermine the very foundations of Christian society.82

Innocent was, of course, fighting a losing battle against the authority of the written instrument, just as nobles were unsuccessfully resisting the encroachment of royal bureaucrats and wealthy burghers, prelates could not prevent their increasingly literate flocks from reading and thinking for themselves, and moralists were doomed never fully to stamp out greed and luxury.83 But Christendom in the high Middle Ages was an energetic place, and its leaders did not despair. Instead, they harnessed all the creativity their world had to offer as they sought to reverse this chaotic situation. Clerics not only chastised Christian vice in their sermons, they regulated Christian behavior in their laws and insisted that transgressors—heretics and prostitutes in particular—be openly marked as such.84 Nobles countered burghers’ appropriation of their economic and political influence by investing more in outward display, while also instituting sumptuary laws designed to preserve visual distinctions.85 The town of Chartres itself proudly proclaimed its prosperity and well-being by parading gold and silver reliquaries, elaborate crosses, and jewels of great value through the town streets.86

Christians also paid intensified and highly hostile attention to previously neglected aspects of Jews’ lives. The decree ordering the imposition of the Jewish badge by the Fourth Lateran Council in 1215 was reissued in varying forms by church councils throughout the thirteenth century. New signs, too, were devised to make Jews’ appearances project their desired state of subjection. In a remarkable case of life imitating art, two church councils in 1267 ordered Jews to wear the pileum cornutum, the pointed cap, “as their ancestors used to do.”87 (In the absence of centuries-old photo albums, we must assume that the primary evidence for how Jews “used to” dress was Christian art.) The imposition of the Jewish badge, like the sumptuary laws and the regulation of the clothing of prostitutes and other despised professions, attempted to restore social and moral clarity, to reestablish a correlation between identity and outward aspect. Though these attempts were largely vain in the case of sumptuous display, they were eventually more successful in affecting Jews’ appearances, as clerical pressure finally began to take effect and the badge regulations came to be enforced by key secular rulers.88

5. A Mirror of Society

Perhaps the most graphic, and ultimately the most powerful, of all the means by which the church tried simultaneously to caution against confusion and model heavenly hierarchy was art. If the images of Jews at Chartres (and so many other Gothic artworks) are confused, it was because the urban world with which Jews were conceptually, and often actually, associated was viewed as disturbingly confusing. That is, the visual illegibility of the Jew was a symptom of a perceived ill affecting society as a whole. So there is, after all, a unifying message to all the images of Jews at Chartres—not about Jews in particular but about high medieval Christendom in general: it was a confusing and often misleading place where one was hard-pressed to tell a friend from an enemy, a swindler from a sage.89 This situation helps explain the proliferation of demons in the imagery of Chartres: demons have to be shown whispering into villains’ ears, because without them the villains could well be taken for the heroes. The artists responsible for the Chartres images need not have consciously set out to lament this situation. Rather, consciousness of it—of the disturbingly confusing nature of urban society—grew in tandem with the new artistic trends. As artists and their patrons began to look at and desire more realistically and minutely to replicate the world around them, its lack of visual clarity would have sprung into sharp relief.

It is by now a commonplace to call the art of the Gothic cathedral, and especially its stained glass, a mirror of medieval society.90 And indeed the scenes we have looked at, whether biblical, apocryphal, or legendary, re-create the texture of contemporary life to a striking degree.91 The sites, characters, and appurtenances of urban existence are replicated in profusion and detail: from the windows of Chartres we can learn what trades were practiced, how tables were set, and what games were played in the taverns, halls, and markets of thirteenth-century France. But for all its social realism, Gothic art offers neither an accurate nor even an idealized mirror of society. It is, rather, a selective, instrumental, and deeply opinionated reflection.92 In that mirror, Jews recur in specific ways. If the images we have examined do not give us an easily intelligible “hermeneutical Jew,”93 they nevertheless consistently align “Jewishness” with certain select themes and realms. In addition to highlighting the confusion of social life, the difficulty of telling who is who, and the instability of the category “Jew” (and so also “Christian”), depictions of Jews at Chartres repeatedly problematize three major sets of relations. First, in underscoring the textual errors of rabbis, judges, and magicians, the images challenge the assumption that legal, bookish learning conveys religious illumination.94 Second, in assigning badges of office, postures of authority, and gestures of command to unsuitable or immoral figures, the images highlight the disjunction between merit (whether ethical or social) and power. Finally, in showing good usurers and bad heirs, idols with coins and patriarchs with coins, evil sellers and iniquitous buyers, the images sever any correlation between wealth or poverty on the one hand and vice or virtue on the other.95 In other words, they express concern not only that the virtuous and the vicious, like the Jew and the Christian, are easily confused but that those who know most, who earn most, and who dominate most are not necessarily the people most deserving of knowledge, wealth, and power.

*   *   *

At the dawn of the thirteenth century, Christians trained their gaze on the world around them with new intensity. If in earlier centuries Christian teachers had looked primarily to a book—The Book—for moral instruction and spiritual guidance, they now looked to the material and social world to embody and display it.96 But society did not offer a readily legible lesson. As sermon after sermon reminds us, Christians had to be taught how to appear and how to see.97 We can find this new approach to self-presentation and visual training in a range of texts and actions: in a new desire to regulate people’s appearances and mark people’s identities, in treatises that teach people the proper position for prayer, and in the use of art to clarify and highlight moral and spiritual correspondences.98 We can also see it, I believe, in the dizzying proliferation and striking variety of images of Jews at Chartres and beyond. Partly because of their age-old role as witnesses to Christian truth and signs of Christian triumph, partly because Jews had by now become recognizable artistic symbols, and partly because they dramatically underscored the illegibility of the real world, Jews were enlisted in high medieval art to expose the unreliability of what was visible (nature and society), while at the same time make manifest what was not (the all-too-obscured “truth”).99 The Jew, in his manifold variation, became a visible figure for the complex and confusing nature of the rapidly changing urban world.

How and whether this lesson was read and understood depended on many factors: the identity of the viewer, the moment and context of viewing, the angle from which the images were viewed. The overwhelming preponderance of “Jewish” signs at Chartres appear on venerated prophetic Hebrews, as will continue to be the case for the remainder of the Middle Ages. A devout pilgrim could easily enter the Royal Portal, wander the aisles, and wonder at the glass without once thinking censoriously of his or her Jewish neighbors or blaming his or her ills on infidels. To see the images of Jews at Chartres as powerfully anti-Jewish requires very selective reading indeed, a willful disregard of the visual similarity between Jewish moneylender and generously forgiving father. Without strong additional anti-Jewish fanning these images alone were highly unlikely to ignite an anti-Jewish fire. But in thirteenth-century France, of course, such fanning was all too frequent. Had our same devout pilgrim just returned from a Crusade, heard a Good Friday sermon imprecating the Jews, heard rumors or read reports of a ritual murder, enjoyed an anti-Jewish Marian song, been treated to a mystery play, scanned the pages of an anti-Jewish illuminated manuscript, quarreled with a Jewish neighbor, or failed to balance the family books, his or her gaze may well have been arrested by—and his or her resentment fed by—images of hooded usurers or hook-nosed rabbis.

Sparking such resentment was certainly not the aim of the designers of Chartres. Though the images we have seen here paralleled and perhaps encouraged legislation that sought to make Jews look more like their artistic renderings, there is little evidence that the clerics involved in designing thirteenth-century artworks supported anti-Jewish violence or promoted expulsion.100 Yet such violence, both judicial and extrajudicial, did begin to characterize Jewish-Christian relations by the end of the century, and a series of large-scale expulsions was inaugurated in 1290. A particular kind of image introduced in the mid-thirteenth century helps explain and also helped facilitate this development.


 

CHAPTER FIVE

THE JEW’S FACE

Flesh, Sight, and Sovereignty, CA. 1230–1350
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The study of [a person’s] nature is more subtle … than is shown in the superficial lineaments of the exterior.

—De Physiognomia libellus1

Around the year 1340 an illustrated prayer book was made for Bonne of Luxembourg, daughter-in-law of the king of France. It contains thirteen illuminations of remarkable beauty, delicacy, and charm … and one equally adept but thoroughly nasty image.2 [Fig. 1; see also color insert] On the folio illustrating the first verse of Psalm 52 (“The fool [insipiens] says in his heart, ‘there is no God’”), one man is about to bludgeon another. The attacker is a familiar kind of fool: he carries a club made out of bundled twigs and belongs to a long line of medieval illustrations depicting insipiens as a yokel, madman, or jester holding a flail or cudgel.3 His victim also holds an object often assigned to the fool—a chalice, signifying drunkenness—but this is not what arrests our attention or specifies his sin.4 It is his face. Although this second fool has alternately been identified in scholarship as a monk, a drunkard, and even Archbishop Baldwin of Trier, any fourteenth-century viewer would immediately classify this second fool as a Jew.5 For over the course of the preceding decades, Christian art had developed what would come to be the longest lasting of all anti-Jewish signs: the simultaneously grotesque and naturalistic caricatured Jewish face. By 1340, the Jew needed no other visual cue than his distorted visage to signify his utter estrangement from God. We have come a long way from the clean-shaven, miracle-seeing, hat-wearing, and helpfully labeled Aaron Judeus of the Heribert shrine. By what path did we get here? And what does the fool’s face tell us?
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1. The Development of the Jewish Caricature

The artistic development of the stereotypical “Jewish face” is surprisingly understudied. Although Eduard Fuchs, the first scholar to address anti-Jewish caricature, dated the beginnings of the genre to the fourteenth century, his own work treats no caricature earlier than the fifteenth century, and most studies of anti-Jewish caricature open at, or well after, the end of the Middle Ages.6 Several very fine recent art historical discussions of medieval anti-Jewish imagery offer important observations about individual examples and select aspects of caricature but do not attempt systematic surveys of the genre.7 Nonetheless, it is possible to reconstruct the stages by which Jews came to be assigned characteristic facial features in medieval Christian imagery.

As we have seen, before the eleventh century there were no visually distinctive Jews in Western art. The later-twelfth-century images examined in chapter 3 began to inscribe moral meaning in Jews’ faces, depicting these “enemies of Christ and Christianity” with fierce and scowling expressions, heavy brows, squinting or staring eyes, and a variety of distorted, beast-like noses. Although the hooked nose gradually came to be particularly favored, Jews’ features for several decades remained too unstable to unambiguously signal their Jewish identity, which was still primarily conveyed via the signs of the hat and the beard. Toward the middle of the thirteenth century, a distinct shift occurred. In a growing number of artworks, the range of features assigned iniquitous Jews was condensed into one fairly narrowly construed and easily recognizable Gothic “Jewish” face, characterized by a bony hooked nose and a pointed beard.8 Moreover, in spite of its somewhat exaggerated physiognomy, this face was either so realistically rendered or endowed with such specificity of detail as to seem to belong to an actual, individualized human being.9 In an illustration from the life of Saint John in an English manuscript known as the Paris Apocalypse (ca. 1245–55), for example, the caricatured Jew on the right with the hooked nose, dark pointed beard, prominent brow, and red skullcap who pushes Saint John off to the right has a far more vivid, textured, and fully formed face than any other figure on the page. [Fig. 2] As the Bonne illumination indicates, the sign of the Gothic “Jew’s face” soon became stable and familiar enough that its features alone could serve to signify “Jewishness”; the hat was no longer needed and was often eschewed.

The broader context for this novel approach to the Jew’s face is clear enough. In the first half of the thirteenth century, Western Christendom displayed new interest in nature and the human body. Several developments prompted reengagement with the physical world, which for centuries had been scorned by Christian thinkers as lacking spiritual significance. Between roughly 1200 and 1230, previously unknown works on natural science by Aristotle were translated into Latin and incorporated into the university curriculum; these works endorsed sensory perception as a source of knowledge and promoted empirical investigation.10 The devotional emphasis on Christ’s humanity, as well as the increased prosperity and comfort of life in general, also contributed to greater openness to and curiosity about bodily experience.11 Moralizing “natural philosophers” such as the Parisian professor Alain de Lille argued that God’s plan could, with the proper instruction, be read in the visible, material world.12 The expansion of an affluent and literate lay bourgeoisie created a market for texts on secular and “practical” topics, and increasingly ambitious rulers sought out new ways to comprehend, exploit, and control their territories and subjects. More empirically oriented intellectuals such as the Franciscan Roger Bacon and the Dominican Albertus Magnus composed studies of plants, animals, and minerals based on their own observations.13 Physiognomic treatises promoting the “scientific” study of the human form proliferated, and high Gothic artworks reproduced the proportions and anatomical details of the human face and body, as well as of flora and fauna, with new accuracy and care.14
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Against this background, some scholars began to look more closely at the physical characteristics of Jews. In the mid-thirteenth century we find for the first time assertions that Jews have distinctive looks. A treatise on the Virgin Mary that has been wrongly attributed to Albertus Magnus postulates that the mother of God had black hair, because “we see that in many cases the race [genus] of Jews has black hair. Therefore, also Our Lady, since she was the progeny of Jews.”15 Pseudo-Albert’s assertion may well have been prompted by actual observation: the relatively small, genetically limited Jewish communities of northern Germany apparently originated in more southern lands and so probably did have a somewhat higher percentage of dark-haired individuals than the overall surrounding population.16 (Interestingly, some German Jews apparently made the same observations as Pseudo-Albert. A thirteenth-century German Jewish text states that “most Gentiles are fair-skinned and handsome and most Jews are dark and ugly”—an intriguing internalization of cultural preferences regarding beauty.)17 Artists, too, seem to have scrutinized Jews, as well as other minority populations, with fresh attention.18 Although the “Jewish caricature,” for all its apparent realism, was patently not a faithful portrait of any single Jew, its features may have been arrived at because they evoked the appearance of at least some actual Jews—just as dark hair may have predominated among Jews in northern Europe, so too could a somewhat distinctive set of features probably be found among members of Ashkenazi Jewish families, once there was impetus to seek it.

2. Jewishness in Body and Blood?

We can, then, with little difficulty trace the general intellectual, devotional, and artistic trends undergirding the creation of the Gothic Jew’s face. But what is the meaning and what are the implications of laying such stress on Jews’ bodies and looks? What does the caricature say about Jewish appearance and identity? As we saw in chapter 4, in the first half of the thirteenth century clerical authorities complained that Jews were visually indistinguishable from Christians, and Christian artworks underscored the confusing nature of urban society. Was the assigning of fixed facial features to Jews merely a new way to express and address this problem, enrolling the innovative language of artistic naturalism to outwardly embody invisible spiritual flaws? If so, then its purpose would be to engender revulsion toward vices endemic among Christians as well as Jews, by giving sin an imaginary and constructed but nonetheless convincing “Jewish” face. Or, rather, does the development of the Jewish caricature reveal new thinking about Jewish bodies? Is the naturalistic “Jew’s face” in effect an assertion that substantial Jewish-Christian physical differences did exist, that Jewishness was indelibly rooted in the flesh, its traces visible in many if not all members of the tribe, grounded in “ethnicity” (or even “race”) rather than simply in faith, and so not fully eradicable even by the cleansing waters of baptism? This would represent a sea change indeed, an assertion of fixed, somatic identity at odds with Paul’s famous proclamation in Galatians 3:28 that “in Christ there is neither Jew nor Gentile.” It could also potentially signal a new approach to spiritual knowledge, implying that virtue and vice, good and evil can be detected through study of physical bodies and things. This, in turn, would bear implications for art, suggesting that images could serve as guides to looking at the world rather than merely as warnings that the world in its external aspect was not to be trusted.

Contemporary texts offer at best ambiguous evidence concerning these questions. Thirteenth-century scholars made several new “discoveries” about Jews’ bodies (above and beyond the prevalence of dark hair) that seem to assert a kind of biological Jewishness.19 Albertus Magnus wrote that Jews were particularly susceptible to hemorrhoids; a master of arts who taught at the University of Paris in around 1300 agreed: “The flux of blood abounds more in Jews because for the most part they are melancholics.”20 Jewish converts, even voluntary ones, were treated with considerable suspicion and often continued to be regarded as Jews years or even decades after their adoption of Christianity, suggesting that “Jewishness” did not reside in religion alone.21 On the other hand, a closer look at these and other texts takes us somewhat further from biological determinism. Medical discussions attributed the Jews’ “melancholy”—the underlying cause of their alleged “flux of blood”—to their history and habits rather than to some immutable essence. Albertus Magnus believed Jews’ “gross blood” stemmed from their salty diet.22 Other medical experts blamed the Jews’ preference for roasted over boiled meats, their relative abstemiousness from wine, the fear and anxiety in which they lived, and the fact that many “healthy foods” were forbidden to them by their law. Others still attributed the Jews’ physical debilities to divine punishment, which would cease when they embraced the true faith. The new science thus existed in tandem with traditional theology, which it generally was used to confirm rather than overturn. In spite of formidable social barriers to the absorption of converts—ultimately unsurprising in a world where family and communal affiliation conditioned so many aspects of life—many Christian authorities were adamant that conversion effected radical physical as well as spiritual change. So, for example, Thomas of Cantimpré states in his thirteenth-century Book of Miracles that Jews suffered from a constant flow of blood because of the curse of their ancestors but that, upon conversion to Christianity, the Jew “is healed from that paternal curse.”23 Uncomplimentary as such remarks may be regarding Jewishness, they do not seem to amount to a wholesale shift in conceptions of Jewish identity.

Similar ambiguity characterizes thirteenth-century general discussions of the significance of facial features. In spite of the vogue for physiognomy, contemporary physiognomic treatises did not in fact argue that the face was an “open book.” Rather, they insisted that knowledge of invisible, esoteric facts (such as the subject’s birth and the movement of the stars) was necessary for proper decipherment: the author of the Little Book of Physiognomy warned that the study of the body “is more subtle … than is shown in the superficial lineaments of the exterior.”24 No physiognomic treatise so much as mentions Jews’ noses, much less assigns them meaning. And proponents of artistic and literary naturalism argued that the skillfully executed verbal or visual “portrait” drew out otherwise hidden qualities undetectable by the senses.25

Neither scientific, epistemological, nor artistic theory, then, fully illuminates the meaning and implications of the Gothic “Jew’s face.” We must consider therefore what can be learned from the artworks themselves. Do the images containing caricatured Jewish faces seem to locate the Jews’ failings in their flesh? Do they suggest that information of value can be gleaned from scanning bodies and faces? Or do they concede and attempt to offset the inadequacy of physical observation and physiognomic analysis? With those questions in mind, let us turn now to close examination of three high medieval anti-Jewish caricatures in context.

3. A Three-Faced Jew

The earliest surviving explicitly anti-Jewish caricature appears in a cartoon doodled in the upper margin of an English exchequer tax receipt roll dating to 1233.26 [Fig. 3] The cartoon, which is generally read as a straightforward indictment of Jewish moneylending, contains “portraits” of three different Jews.27 A three-faced, fur-coated, pointy-bearded figure at the top is labeled “Isaac of Norwich.” He was a real, and fairly well documented, person—a prominent Jewish financier, merchant, rabbi, physician, and property owner who lived in Norwich and London.28 In giving Isaac three faces, the scribe-doodler evidently sought to equate him with the Antichrist, who was portrayed as a three-faced crowned and enthroned figure in contemporary manuscripts.29 The pointy-helmeted, long-nosed man below him is also conveniently labeled; his name is Mosse Mokke, and he, too, was a well-known Jew active in the Norwich money trade.30 Although we cannot firmly identify the elegantly dressed though bizarrely beak-nosed woman labeled “Avegaye,” she was presumably an actual, identifiable individual as well.31 A long-nosed, horned, and bearded devil in the center is tweaking the noses of both Mosse and Avegaye, as if to underscore the resemblance between their profiles and his own.

Although none of these Jews’ faces display the vividly fleshly naturalism of the fool in the Bonne of Luxembourg prayer book (the distorted noses of Mosse Mokke and Avegaye are patently artificial, more akin to the bestial features shown on Jews in late-twelfth-century artworks), the cartoon exhibits a kind of artistic “realism” that anticipates aspects of later caricature.32 It is the first medieval image to apply the visual vocabulary of infamy to specific, individual, nonbiblical, nonfictional Jews. It also contains an unprecedented specificity of detail. The characters are situated in an actual, recognizable setting. The governmental bureau in Westminster where the cartoon was made was divided into two sections: the lower exchequer, in which receipt rolls were drawn up, was so called because it was on the ground floor, while the upper exchequer, where the barons of the exchequer met, was on a floor above, an arrangement corresponding with the levels of our cartoon castle.33 The utensils and procedures of the exchequer, too, are accurately replicated. Coins brought into the lower exchequer were poured into vasa (bowls) for weighing identical to those held by the hooded, unlabeled figure on the far left, and the crisscross design visible in front of the three central figures evokes the checkered fabric on which coins were counted in the upper exchequer and which gave the bureau its name.34 And though the Jews’ faces are not highly individualized, at least one may recall a personal attribute. We cannot know whether Mosse had the distinctive profile assigned him, but he is called “Mosse cum naso” (“Moses with the nose”) in several financial and judicial documents. This was a fairly common nickname among both Christians and Jews; it could refer either to someone’s actual profile or to a tendency to be “nosy.” It is possible, then, that the cartoon gives visual form to some aspect of Mosse’s face, personality, or reputation.35
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For all its replication of the “real world” and its singling out of Jews’ looks, the cartoon does not seem to be claiming either that Jews are physically different or that in the real world external appearance was a reliable guide to internal value. In fact, various aspects of image considerably complicate the question of Jewish-Christian difference and highlight the existence of visual, social, and moral complexity.

The first complication lies in Mosse’s appearance. Although his long nose, so similar to that of the central demon, presumably was meant to evoke iniquity and infidelity, other aspects of his physiognomy defy the stereotype of the demonic, bestial Jew. His hair is blond (at least, the cartoonist has not shaded it in in any way) and cut in a fashionable bob favored by noblemen and courtiers, and he is clean-shaven, following contemporary Christian style. The cartoon thus suggests that the wickedness signaled by Mosse’s nose was hidden under a fair and fashionable exterior.36 Avegaye’s appearance likewise raises a red flag for the careful viewer. Far from reflecting widespread stereotypes, her longish and devilishly bent nose violates all visual precedent: the beauty of the Jewess was something of a byword in medieval literature, and no distorted features or distinguishing signs of any kind had yet been applied to Jewish women in Christian imagery.37 Moreover, though Avegaye has an unusually ugly facial feature, her stylish wimple and luxuriously long, fair hair are those of a fashionable lady. The jarring juxtaposition of elegant accoutrements and demonic proboscis calls to mind the incessant warnings made by preachers against the infernal falsity of female adornment and the devilishly deceptive beauty of women, Christian as well as Jewish.38 So even as he gives Mosse and Avegaye outlandishly grotesque features, our cartoonist implicitly acknowledges that in life Jews might appear both culturally assimilated and physically attractive and also that Christians too can harbor hidden sin.

A similar lack of clarity characterizes a fourth figure, the hooded man on the far left shown holding a scale and weighing coins. Every scholar who has written on this cartoon has identified him as yet another Jewish usurer. Yet it is far from clear that this figure is a Jew at all. Nothing in the image makes such an identification certain. His hood may well be, as it is so often called, “the typical clothing of the medieval Jew,” but it was also the typical clothing of almost any middle-class town dweller.39 Like various Jews we have seen before, he has a downward sloping nose and a fierce scowl, but non-Jews can display these attributes as well. This figure’s situation and actions distinguish him from the known Jews in the image. They are located in the central court of the crenellated structure, while he is lower down and off to the side. They are labeled by name, he is left unnamed. And while Mosse and Avegaye are mocked, manhandled, and threatened by the demons and show distress, he is left alone. Or rather, he joins the demons in mocking them: as he holds up the scales he tucks his thumb between his middle fingers in a venerable gesture of contempt called “giving the fig.”40 Moreover, it was not Jewish moneylenders but royal clerks who were charged with weighing the coins brought into the exchequer. I would identify this man, then, as an exchequer official, whose previous mislabeling highlights how poor a guide to identity appearance can be.41

Finally, what of the conflation of Isaac with the three-faced Antichrist? This strange image might seem the ultimate embodiment of Jewish iniquity and difference. But though Jews had indeed long been associated in Christian literature with Antichrist (a range of apocalyptic texts allege that Antichrist arose from the Hebrew tribe of Daniel and that the Jews would at least initially revere him as their Messiah),42 it is important to note that Antichrist was not just any generically nasty, Jew-loving villain. He was, rather, the ultimate embodiment of deceit, duplicity, and disguise. In Christian art he is portrayed with three faces in parody of the Trinity, to signal that at least for a while he would successfully feign sanctity.43 It was believed that when he came he would masquerade as Christ himself and fool many Christian believers into following him. In fact, early-thirteenth-century versions of the legend focused especially on his appeal to Christian sinners—castigating those hypocrites, tyrants, and fools whose folly, avarice, and ambition would drive them to join the forces of Antichrist.44 In conflating Isaac with Antichrist, then, the cartoonist is not only indicting the wickedness of a Jewish usurer but also hinting at a possible cohort of tyrannical, corrupt, avaricious, and foolish Christians. Indeed, such coconspirators make an appearance in the cartoon, where the central demon and his devilish company are rendered not as terrifying fiends but as costumed actors, whose horned and hooded attire resembles nothing so much as the dress of the court fool or jester.45 Jewish usurers are thus not the only targets of the cartoonist’s satire. Courtly life itself is presented as a corrupt and chaotic realm of iniquity and disguise. This charge, in fact, echoes the criticisms of contemporary moralists, who were bitterly critical of the secular authorities that facilitated and profited from Jewish moneylending. They accused Christian princes of being “thieves’ accomplices” in using Jews as their “leeches,” surrogate greedy mouths with which they sucked up the goods of the poor and vomited them into the royal coffers.46

In spite of its caricatured Jewish faces, then, this cartoon does not forward an argument about an essentialist, somatically grounded, or outwardly visible Jewish perfidy or difference. Instead, the sketch acknowledges that Christians and Jews are considerably less different from one another than the Jews’ exaggerated profiles initially seemed to suggest and that appearance is a guide to very little. Jews might look the same as, and appear attractive to, Christians; Christians might mask their corruption and greed. In suggesting that the crookedness of a Mosse or an Avegaye is hidden under a fair exterior and that a powerful Jewish financier like Isaac might, like Antichrist, attract Christian supporters and facilitate Christian sin, the cartoon is echoing contemporary anxiety about Christian as well as Jewish moral identity.

4. Face Full of Rage

Our next example of a Gothic Jew’s face appears in the illustration of a rather bizarre miracle of the Virgin from the famous Escorial manuscript of the Cantigas de Santa Maria, made for King Alfonso X of Castile (r. 1252–84).47 [see color insert] Cantiga 108 is entitled “How Holy Mary caused the son of a Jew to be born with his head backwards, as Merlin had asked of her.”48 The text of the song relates that Merlin (presumably the Celtic wizard, though he is not identified as such)49 “happened to be discoursing”—in Scotland of all places!—with a learned Jewish sage. When the Jew began to insult the mother of Jesus and mock the idea of the Incarnation as violating both reason and nature, Merlin became enraged and prayed to the Virgin to punish the blasphemer. Mary granted the request by causing the Jew’s pregnant wife to give birth to a son with his head affixed backwards on his body. Upon seeing his monstrous son, the horrified father, now called by the ominous name Cayphas, tried to kill him. But Merlin saved the boy and from that day forward used him to convert Jews.

The first two panels in the illustration depict the Jewish sage and Merlin in the Jew’s well-appointed shop. [Fig. 4] In both images the Jew is the focal point, standing directly in the center of the composition and staring, glassy-eyed, in the direction of Merlin, who is framed by a tower that seems to belong to a Christian church. The text of the cantiga tells us that the Jew is an alfaquin—an ambiguous Arabism that could mean either secular philosopher/sage or religious legal authority.50 Both senses are incorporated into the imagery, suggesting that the artist or iconographer was aware of, and deliberately sought to exploit, the word’s double meaning. The particularly miter-like aspect of the Jew’s hat, together with the book he holds under his left hand, establishes Cayphas as a religious authority, an exalted expert in his antique law. His coarsely physical face draws on the repertoire of anti-Jewish caricature—his dense, dark, and curly beard and large, hooked nose (accentuated especially in the second panel) embody his materialist carnality and so are visual counterparts to his reliance on reason and nature. The point is further underscored by the vials and jars arrayed on the shelves behind him—they are the stuff of carnal, not spiritual, knowledge and emphatically connect his infidelity to his philosophical-medical privileging of reason and nature.
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FIG. 4

Having used iconography to signal the Jew’s carnal nature, the artist then displays the consequences of carnal understanding: cruelty, hatred, and moral and spiritual blindness. [Fig. 5] In panel 4, the would-be murderous father sees neither his wife’s distress, his son’s humanity, nor the amazement of the Christian onlookers as he stares at Merlin, face full of rage. In the penultimate panel [Fig. 6], in which Merlin shows the boy to Jews gathered in a synagogue, the spiritual blindness of the standing, argumentatively gesticulating Jewish sage is likewise evident, as he refuses to “see” God’s work in the miracle right before his eyes. By contrast, his more respectful, docilely seated (and uncaricatured) coreligionists are apparently convinced by the sight of the grotesquely deformed child. And of course the boy’s deformity literally embodies the deluded backwardness of the Jewish gaze.
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FIG. 5
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FIG. 6

In sum, this illustration seems to visually enshrine Jewish difference in Cayphas’s dark, ungainly visage and crooked profile and so confidently to assert that inner truths can effectively be inscribed on the body, detected by the eye, and displayed through art. But as in the case of the exchequer cartoon, various aspects of the image reveal a much more complex dynamic. For one thing, although the cantiga is set in Scotland, Cayphas’s shop is given a distinctly Iberian flavor, its architectural and ornamental elements displaying a fusion of Romanesque, Iberian, and Hispano-Arabic influences. And, of course, the manuscript itself is Castilian. This Iberian context considerably complicates the reading of the Jew’s caricatured face. My very hesitant suggestions offered at the beginning of this chapter about Jews in northern Germany being somewhat darker-haired on the average than their Christian neighbors cannot apply to Iberia, where Jewish communities were considerably more ancient and numerous, where there was a substantial Muslim population, many of North African origin, and where Christian communities were themselves of ethnically and geographically diverse backgrounds. In mobilizing a dark/light dichotomy for moral effect, then, the Cantigas manuscript was wielding a visual tool that did not map cleanly onto social experience.

Second, I am struck by the fact that the Virgin to whom Merlin prays at the outset of the story is not visible. Rather than looking at any image, Merlin kneels in humble devotion before a blank white wall, seemingly oblivious to the insolent gestures of the frowning Jew, who is pointing aggressively with his right hand and making some kind of rude gesture with his left (he is either “giving the fig” or counting off points of argument, as in a debate). Is this contrast in mood and gaze intended to valorize internal, imageless devotion over the Jew’s proud reliance on physical knowledge, logical reasoning, and ostentatious display? That is, is the manuscript complicating the idea that Jews’ looks are different from those of Christians, only to forward the idea that Jews see differently from—more carnally than—Christians? One might detect such an idea in the synagogue scene, in which the Jewish audience needed to see the miraculous effects of Merlin’s prayer before they would turn to the Virgin. The scene would then implicitly indict the need for visible proof as “Jewish,” though there is considerable tension in imparting such a message in a luxurious manuscript that exalts image-based devotion on almost every folio.51

Finally, multiple ambiguities and contradictions are condensed in the figure of the deformed boy. His reversed head embodies the deluded backwardness of the Jewish gaze and seems to enshrine the idea of the Jew as mired in misleading flesh and the mistaken past. Yet this golden-haired boy is his father’s son. Not only does his appearance gainsay the heritability of his father’s physical traits, but his very existence reminds us that the caricatured older Jew was once an innocent—and unidentifiable—boy. The Jewish father’s physical coarseness now seems not a symbol of stasis but a product of deterioration, a reminder that far from being essentialized, flesh is entirely contingent, eternally subject to change. And, of course, change is the keynote of the last image on the folio, which depicts a religious conversion: a Jewish woman is immersed in the waters of baptism, from which she will emerge fully Christian.

5. The Fool’s Many Faces

Let me return now to the image with which I opened, the fool from the Bonne of Luxembourg prayer book (fig. 1). The dark and scowling profile, large hooked nose, and pointed beard were by the mid-fourteenth century familiar visual signs. They mark this fool as no generic atheist but a very particular kind of unbeliever, suggesting that the “Non est Deus” of Psalm 52 should be translated not as “There is no God” but rather as “He is not God.”52 One of the functions of this Jew’s face, then, is to call attention to an absent “he,” an invisible face: the face of Christ himself. And so we see, once again, that the direction of the figure’s gaze is as important as his features: like the beak-nosed Jew on the Westphalian casket (ch. 3, fig. 4), or the scowling Jew on the road to Calvary from the Balfour ciborium (ch. 3, fig. 2), or the deformed boy in cantiga 108 (fig. 6), this fool looks to the left, that is, toward the side traditionally known as “sinister” and identified with error, and so in the wrong direction, away from the (implied) body of Christ, which is typically displayed in either the center or on the right side of an image. The staff he grasps, too thin and nondescript to be the clublike weapon, symbol of office, or scepter of power normally held by insipiens, recalls the staff with which the blind feel out their path, although here it only meets an unyielding frame.53 That the fool’s error consists of useless, misdirected vision is, moreover, implicitly signaled by two other miniatures in the Bonne manuscript, in which praying Christians devoutly contemplate Christ’s image on the right of the page, modeling the correct object and direction of the righteous gaze. [Fig. 7 and Fig. 8]

But before we conclude that this startlingly vivid caricature serves exclusively to indict Jewish vision and embody Jewish error, it is important to consider the other figure on the page. Given that he is in the process of thrashing the Jewish fool, he might be taken for a kind of righteous corrector of error. However, his long, pointed hood and trailing sleeves, short tunic, somewhat protruding belly, and rather foolish expression, as well as the cudgel he wields, are all typical attributes of a traditional Psalm 52 fool, who, as noted above, was generally portrayed as an idiot, sinner, churl, jester, or madman. This suggests that the cudgel wielder is a second insipiens. Moreover, in the company of our caricatured Jew, and in light of his very different (that is, perfectly generic) features, we are forced to read him as a “Christian”—an idiot, sinner, churl, or madman, of course, but a Christian (or at least Gentile) one. The Jew’s face, taken together with the other fool, thus serves paradoxically to highlight the existence of Christian sin.54 And it does so more than once, for it turns out that the Jewish fool’s face is not unique: the same unmistakable visage appears on two other folios in the manuscript. [Fig. 9] The first is on the January calendar page, in the guise of the two-faced Janus—a figure who frequently ushers in the year in medieval manuscripts, though rarely so graphically.55 It is surely no coincidence that his left-looking profile echoes the “Jewish” fool in drinking from a large goblet, suggesting that his vision too is impaired by carnal indulgence. But what are we to make of the conjoined profile? Is he looking right, that is, correctly, toward an invisible truth? Is he, as one commentator holds, eating stale bread in an act of ascetic devotion?56 If so, why does he sport the same hook-nosed, pointy-bearded, “carnal” profile as his gluttonous conjoined twin? Janus’s two faces thus echo the insipiens image in implying that both religious identity and physical appearance may be more ambiguous than the starkly anti-Jewish caricature would seem to indicate.57
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FIG. 7
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FIG. 8
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FIG. 9

The next occurrence of the distinctive face is more ambiguous still: it appears on the body of a monstrous grotesque. [Fig. 10] He also looks to the left, and his gaze is the most uselessly flesh-bound of them all, falling only on his own rear end. But the hat that he wears is, to say the least, unexpected: it is clearly a bishop’s miter. Is this a Jew disguised as a bishop? Or a bishop being tarred as a “Jew” in the flesh? Either way, Jewish-Christian difference is effectively blurred, suggesting that members of both groups were subject to carnality and blindness.

In its concern with shared Jewish-Christian failings and blurred Jewish-Christian distinctions, this grotesque image finds uncanny echo in two marginal illustrations on a bi-folio of an early-fourteenth-century Lowlandish psalter illustrating a text from the Office for the Dead—“Why do you hide your face from me and consider me your enemy?” (Job 13:24). [Fig. 11] In the upper left margin, the torso of a pointy-bearded man in profile wearing a knobbed cap and emerging from a dragonish body (that is, a figure liable to be read as a Jew or as Jew-like) screens his face with one hand, while with his other hand he points accusingly toward God, whose face in turn is hidden from him by a cloud. This “Jew” is being threatened by a naked, hairy ape-man with a sword and shield—a mocking motif symbolizing bestial folly and infidelity and signaling the existence of the same in his target.58 In the lower right margin of the next folio there is a hybrid grotesque with two faces. His primary face, set on his shoulders, has normal features and is crowned with a bishop’s miter. His second face is on his rump and has squinting eyes and the long, scraggly pointed beard typically seen on a Gothic “Jew’s face.” The grotesque flourishes his staff like a weapon in the direction of the bearded “Jew” on the opposite page, while hiding his own bishop’s face behind a shield doubling as a mask.59 As the mask is a symbol of hypocrisy, this gesture invokes another verse from Job 13: “no hypocrite shall come before his presence” (Job 13:16). Thomas Aquinas explained this text to mean that no vision or knowledge of God would be granted to those who hide their sins under a fair exterior.60 The multiple faces and face- and vision-blocking gestures in this image thus implicitly equate Jewish unbelief and Christian deceitful hypocrisy. Both obscure vision and falsify appearance; both distance the soul from God.
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FIG. 10

The easily identifiable, vividly caricatured Jew’s face that links our three Bonne of Luxembourg characters together, then, seems to evade any single interpretation. Rather than conveying one fixed, immutable identity, the Jewish caricature forces comparisons between very different figures and highlights the choices faced by every soul. An image so often read as endorsing moralizing physiognomy, or even racialism, actually serves to undermine any smug assumption of absolute difference or safe distance. If the Jew’s gaze is backward and his appearance is deceiving, so are those of many Christians. If the Jew’s flesh is corruptible and his morals are questionable, the same is true of many Christians.
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FIG. 11



The illuminations indicate that art can help address the problems posed by the confusing and deceptive nature of the visible world—it can unveil the carnality of unbelievers and the falseness of hypocrites and reveal the folly of the misdirected gaze. Contemplation of the image of Christ can direct the imperfect believer on the proper path, as we have seen in two miniatures that exalt the reverent Christian gaze. But our illuminations also indicate that even the image of Christ, that most perfect of images, must eventually be left behind. Theologians from Pseudo-Dionysius through Abbot Suger, Aquinas, Bonaventure, and beyond all agreed that visual perception was to have only an initiatory role in religious devotion.61 The ideal devotee was to pass from sight to internal imagination, and finally to an utterly image-less intellectus, or understanding. It is surely for this reason that in cantiga 108 Merlin prayed to a blank wall (see fig. 4) and that on Folio 329 of the Bonne prayer book the crucified Christ points to his own wound, an orifice that ruptures the shell of the body and leads the way to unseen depths (see fig. 8). And even as the recipients of this glorious manuscript revel in its beauty, its very last image encourages them to look beyond the flesh and beneath the surface and to gaze not on a body or a face but into a pure and formless void. [Fig. 12]
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FIG. 12

*   *   *

We can, then, provisionally conclude that our physiognomic caricatures, for all their vivid naturalism, stop short of assigning to Jews an essentialized and meaningful physical difference. Each of the images we have looked at implicitly concedes that looks can be deceiving (among Christians as well as Jews), that carnal sin resides within Christians as well as Jews, and that identity can be fluid. In doing so, they instruct Christians to look at the world with caution and to privilege the invisible spiritual realm over visible things. These images thus play a familiar role. No less than its obviously symbolic eleventh-century ancestor, the Gothic Jewish face rehearsed the Jew’s role as original and eternal blind witness to Christian truth and helped its viewer explore that truth. In the early twelfth century, Jewish materialism had been understood primarily in exegetical and liturgical terms, and the iconography of Judaism drew upon classical, biblical, and clerical imagery. By the mid-thirteenth century, the growing interest in nature and science, in optics and vision, and in the study and classification of human difference led to a “somaticization” and naturalizing of symbols of carnality and blindness.

Each of these images implicitly admits that not all Jews were physically different or visually distinct, but they also complicate assumptions that Jews were Christians’ moral “other,” by endowing non-Jewish figures with so-called Jewish features, by associating the Jews’ materialism and duplicity with explicitly non-Jewish figures, and/or by emphasizing the flawed nature of both Jewish and Christian vision. Just as the Jews failed to see Christ properly, doubting his divinity because blinded by his outward humanity and humility, so medieval Christians too risked mistaking appearance for truth. Infidels do not wear their perfidy on their faces, nor are they the only ones who fail to see correctly or who hide a foul soul under a fair skin. These images in their aggregate, then, testify that the “natural” turn did not lay to rest Christian suspicion of corporeal perception and distrust of outward appearances. Even as they direct the viewer’s attention to nature and the body, these “naturalistic” images demonstrate the failure of nature and the material world (in all its contingency, confusion, and instability) to unambiguously convey spiritual truth, while claiming for themselves the ability to present a higher truth than nature and its observation provide.

I am not quite ready to leave my analysis there. I have, so far, pursued fairly limited, self-contained, close visual readings of the images and their religious import. But we still need to consider the people for whom the artworks were made and the uses to which they were put. The cultural documents we have looked at are material objects and technical artifacts as well as images, produced by and for a broader section of medieval society than just scholastic theologians. The spiritual counselors who helped create Bonne of Luxembourg’s prayer book and who guided the piety of Alfonso X were, I am convinced, deeply wary of the deceptions of vision and the seductions of matter and committed to a more purely spiritual understanding of value and identity. But the very fact that they delivered their message by means of realistically rendered bodies and distinctive faces painted in highly luxurious commoditized artworks—and that this visual language was first employed in governmental financial documents—signals the extent to which their spiritual ideas coexisted with conflicting ones. The manuscripts were produced by lay artists working for a prosperous and self-confident secular elite living in an urban and courtly world. In that world, appearance and body mattered intensely.62

Jews’ bodies mattered more intensely than most. In the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries the ambitions of the increasingly centralized governments in England, France, and Iberia to exploit and control their subjects outstripped their abilities to do so. The clergy, the aristocracy, and the bourgeoisie all used their collective power to resist taxation.63 Rulers often struggled to enforce justice on these populations. By contrast, secular authorities claimed a “special relationship” with Jews that afforded them unique power over Jewish communities, which needed the protection of powerful overlords and which had little ability to evade princely exploitation.64 It was thus on Jews’ bodies that governments most successfully exercised and displayed their sovereignty.65 The English exchequer had an entire separate bureau dedicated to the proceeds of Jewish taxation because Jews were the only population from which the king could consistently and reliably extract surplus wealth. A papal council may have been the first to decree that distinguishing clothing be imposed on Jews, but it was secular rulers who decided on the form of the badge and who controlled (and profited from) the enforcement (or disregard) of the order. When English barons rebelled against King Henry III, they displayed their disapproval of his rule by violently attacking “his” Jews; when Henry wished to demonstrate his reform, he judicially and legislatively attacked them in turn.66 The pattern repeated itself in France in the fourteenth century, when disgruntled crusaders angry at royal exactions targeted Jewish communities along their route.67 Alfonso X of Castile initiated his reign by regulating Jews’ clothing; in the middle of his reign he staked his claim to universal Christian kingship by reissuing on his own authority various ecclesiastical restrictions on Jews; and he closed his reign by executing his Jewish tax farmer.68 And, of course, in the ultimate flexing of sovereign muscles, Edward I expelled the Jews from England in 1290. Bonne of Luxembourg’s Paris was likewise empty of Jews, the community having been definitively expelled in 1327, barely a decade before the painting of her prayer book.69

It is, then, no coincidence that the earliest “realistic” caricatures purporting to portray specific Jews appear in an administrative document: it was in such documents, and for very concrete, material purposes, that the practice of identifying specific individuals through name, profession, and physiognomic detail first evolved. The business of government is the business of classifying and controlling human bodies. Artworks that highlighted the fleshly reality of the bodies they most successfully controlled—Jews’ bodies—reflected this new way of seeing and thinking. They did more than just reflect it, though. In their dazzling technical mastery they ratified valuation of the physical and so helped further promote it. Images featuring the Gothic Jew’s face proclaimed their owners’ power over those conceptually central bodies and over the realm in which they lived and which they had long symbolized—the secular, material world. This explains why, when Archbishop Baldwin of Trier wished to vaunt the authority and legitimacy of his brother, the German emperor Henry VII, he had him painted accepting a scroll of the law from a physiognomically caricatured Jew.70 [Fig. 13] The fact that rivalries were fought out, and dominance was displayed, over the Jew’s body also explains why so many caricatured Jews are threatened with violence or are violently acted upon, sometimes by righteous avengers and sometimes by demons, apes, grotesques, or wizards.71 It is likely for this reason that, uniquely among Psalm 52 illustrations, the “Jewish” fool in the Bonne of Luxembourg prayer book is assaulted from behind. The action may be inspired by words from a subsequent Psalm: “And he smote his enemies on the hinder parts: he put them to an everlasting reproach.”72 But it also serves as a reminder that bodily sin was subject to correction, even if such correction would inevitably fall short of perfection, because the corrector himself was an imperfect sinner.

I think, then, that we need to modify our initial conclusion about the meaning and function of our images. The owners of our two luxury manuscripts and the sovereign who commanded the English exchequer may have been told that flesh deceives and vision is incomplete, but they were also told that it was their duty as Christian rulers to strive to make the visible world approximate as nearly as possible the City of God. And the Gothic Jew’s face showed them the way, in directing their attention toward a visible population ripe for correction or punishment. For we can recognize the fundamentally symbolic role of the Jewish face without necessarily asserting that symbol to be utterly arbitrary.73 Not even the most baldly “racial” Nazi anti-Semite would have alleged that all or even most Jews looked like their stereotype.74 Almost every existing medieval anti-Jewish caricature implicitly admits that not all Jews were physically different or visually distinct, by surrounding the caricatured Jew with generic faces. But some small percentage of Jews, then as now, surely did have distinctive profiles; the persuasive rhetorical force of the caricature was predicated on a putative relation to at least some “real” faces. Viewers thus came to be trained to look to Jews’ bodies and faces for confirmation of their difference; to rulers, they were ready foci for resentment and targets for action. When authorities gazed on the sign of the “Jew’s face,” they saw a figure whom, above all others, they could and should identify, mark, and control.75
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FIG. 13

The images we have looked at thus reveal a culture balancing two competing drives—to transcend the material world and to command it. High medieval Christendom waged a tug of war over truth and vision, matter and spirit, knowledge and faith, all fought over the body and via the face of the Jew. It was not a contest that would ever definitively be resolved in favor of one side or the other. Some medieval Christians, when confronted with images that skillfully undermined easy assumptions, probably did question their attachment to nature, body, world, and self and turn instead to the ineffable God. But the fact that across western Europe authorities began to see punishing, segregating, and expelling Jews as a necessary prelude to (if not an outright substitute for) reforming their subjects and themselves, suggests that more often the power of the images—the vividly “real,” fleshy difference of the Gothic Jew’s face—overwhelmed their subtle spiritual message.76 Christian attitudes toward self, truth, and the world changed less noticeably toward the end of the Middle Ages than did Christian attitudes toward Jews. Fifteenth- and sixteenth-century kings, clerics, burghers, and princesses continued to flourish their piety by commissioning beautiful books and meditating over their images. But they did so in a Western Christendom largely devoid of living Jewish faces.77


 

CHAPTER SIX

WHERE ARE THE JEWISH WOMEN?

[image: image]

 

Woman is indeed like melting wax, always ready to assume fresh shape and to be molded to the imprint of anyone’s seal.

—Andreas Capellanus, De Amore, 3.83

In the preceding chapters we have seen a dizzying array of images of Hebrews, Jews, and Jew-like figures. They are hatted and hatless, hostile and friendly, foolish and wise. They grieve, they teach, they witness, they mock, they murder, they die. But for all this diversity, they have one thing in common: they are all men.1 My illustrations are not unique in this respect. In contrast to the thousands of iconographically identifiable Jewish men in medieval manuscripts, objects, and monuments, there are almost no visually distinguishable Jewish women in high medieval art.2 This is not to say that no female Jewish characters feature in the imagery of the period. There are manifold depictions of Old Testament heroines such as Ruth, Judith, and Esther; New Testament saints and sinners such as Mary Magdalene and Salome; and of course the nearly ubiquitous Virgin Mary herself. Women are occasionally included among the Israelite worshippers of the Golden Calf, the godless crowds who distress Jesus by cluttering the temple forecourt with profane business, or the Jewish auditors of Paul’s preaching.3 Illustrations of miracle tales include such female Jewish characters as the mothers of converts or the wives of host desecrators.4 But in all these images, the Jewish women can be identified only by context or by very superficial external cues: delete the setting, eliminate the male companions, or efface the inscriptions, and they could be Christian matrons or nuns. [Fig. 1] No distinctive symbol, costume, gesture, or physiognomy was devised for Jewish women in high medieval art. (There are one or two apparent exceptions to this general rule, but they do not hold up upon close inspection. I cannot agree with Bernhard Blumenkranz that the Jewish woman in the late-fourteenth-century book of hours now in Copenhagen is “lightly caricatured.” Her face seems to me to express only grief, not difference, her head is far less outsized than the heads of the Jewish men, her complexion is fairer, and her body, unlike their bodies, is not in any way distorted. And an essay ostensibly about Jewish women in medieval “anti-Semitic” art and caricature discusses no iconographically identifiable medieval Jewish women. Of the images analyzed there, one from the fourteenth century depicts a visually unmarked Jewish woman; the rest either depict the abstract personification Synagoga or are postmedieval.)5
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FIG. 1

The failure of high medieval Christian artists to create a visually distinct Jewess is clearly not because Jewish females are somehow inherently resistant to visual “marking.” Women can be given hooked noses as easily as men, and the variability of female hairstyles, headdresses, and clothing would seem to make them at least as suited to iconographic manipulation as their male counterparts. In fact, an array of visual cues did come to be associated with Jewish women in later centuries. In quattrocento Italy the earring was used as a “sign” for Jewish women; the Jewish women painted by Rembrandt and his contemporaries are distinguished by their jewels and the deep, rich colors and luxurious textures of their clothing; and the exotic eastern Jewess of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Orientalist painters was a well-known and very recognizable type, combining lustrous thick, curly dark hair and eyes with pale skin, full red lips, gleaming jewels, and richly colored burnished or diaphanous drapery and veils; she is also often endowed, in addition, with a come-hither look or an enticing décolletage.6 [Fig. 2]
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FIG. 2

Indeed, by the opening of the twentieth century, the symbol of the Jewess had become such a staple of the Western artistic vocabulary that it could be used as a byword in art criticism. In the 1907 issue of the Burlington Magazine, Lady Saint John described a depiction of Queen Esther in an eighteenth-century tapestry as “a beautiful example of the Jewess type at its best.”7 In the previous issue of the same journal, the critic Andrew Lang (author of the much-loved fairy tale collections) displayed equal confidence in the transparency of the Jewess type, though his estimation of her looks was less positive. Bitterly criticizing the restoration of a portrait of Mary, Queen of Scots, he wrote: “To Cripps the restorer we probably owe the aquiline hag with thick, arched eyebrows, round eyes, and a Semitic beak, who does duty for the ever unfortunate Queen of Scots.… Not even five years of [the Protestant reformer] John Knox could have converted her into [this] middle-aged Jewess.”8

The relative anonymity of the Jewish woman in medieval art is likewise striking in light of her prominence in other media. Whether as seductive femme fatale (ancestor of la juive fatale beloved of Romantic playwrights), virtuous Christian convert (prototype for Shakespeare’s Jessica), or grieving mother of a tender, Marian-loving son, the “Jewess” was a familiar and vivid figure in myriad medieval fictional and historical texts. The devout young Cistercian convert featured in a thirteenth-century collection of moralizing tales who at the moment of her baptism suddenly notices her Jewish father’s stench; the murderous siren of The Ballad of Sir Hugh, or, The Jew’s Daughter, who lures a Christian boy to his death (Chaucer’s “Prioress’s Tale” draws in part from this ballad but omits the villainous Jewess); the promiscuous hussy who convinces her gullible father that she is pregnant with the Messiah until she gives birth to a girl; the Jewess of Toledo whose affair with Alfonso VIII of Castile was (much later) said to have brought rebellion and disorder upon the kingdom; the “Estherke” of Polish legend with whom King Casimir the Great (1310–70) was obsessively in love—these are but a handful of the dozens of Jewesses who haunted the medieval Christian literary imagination.9 If high medieval art never created a visual vocabulary for these readily recognizable literary prototypes, it was not through lack of interest.

How, then, can it be explained? It is, of course, a tricky proposition at best to argue from absence, to account for a nonevent. One way to approach the problem is to carefully examine an artwork with enough images of (marked) Jewish men and (unmarked) Jewish women. The great luxury codex of the Cantigas de Santa Maria made for King Alfonso X of Castile is just such an artwork.10 Of the 195 songs in praise of the Virgin Mary in this manuscript, several dozen contain textual references to Jewish characters.11 Two different songs in the collection recount a drama that takes place in the heart of a Jewish family, providing the artists with a rare opportunity to portray Jewish domestic life; two others focus on Jewish women.12 By comparing the depiction and function of the male and female figures in their illuminations, we can begin to think about the larger issue of the contrasting representation of the Jew and Jewess in medieval art.

1. Unhappy Families

The two cantigas centered on Jewish families present two strikingly incompatible couples. In each, the villainous father immediately captures the eye. [Fig. 3] In cantiga 4, one of the oldest and best known of all Marian tales, a Jewish glassmaker from the French town of Bourges, enraged with his son for having joined his Christian classmates in church and received Communion from the Virgin Mary herself, throws him into the furnace.13 The boy is miraculously shielded by the Virgin from all harm and is rescued by the townspeople, who cast the evil father into the furnace in his place. In the illustrations, the father flaunts a dark and virulent visage and displays a rich array of visual signs (pointed hat, dark hair, long and pointed beard, large and ostentatiously hooked nose, profile view) that by the year 1280, when the manuscript was made, would unmistakably mark him as a Jew. Our second iniquitous father is the Jewish alfaquin Cayphas, who likewise displays the typical features of the Jewish caricature (see ch. 5, figs. 4–6).
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FIG. 3

The wives of these men bear no resemblance to their dark and ungainly husbands. In the third panel of cantiga 4, the glassmaker and his wife are seated side by side at the dinner table as their son comes home from church. In contrast to her husband (and like the wife of Cayphas in cantiga 108), the wife displays no signs of Jewishness, iniquity, or aggression. Her hair is fair and her facial features are small and even, indistinguishable from those of any of the hundreds of Christian women depicted in the manuscript.14 She wears an elegant, scalloped headdress of white—the color of purity, or perhaps just of blankness. And just as her appearance differs from that of her husband, so does her manner. She hears about her son’s reception of the sacrament with evident shock, but her open-palmed gesture is employed in medieval art to express submission and acquiescence.15 The father, by contrast, stretches his arm out, palm down, signaling rejection and disapproval. In the next panel, in which the boy is cast into the furnace, the contrast between husband and wife is even starker. The husband is a portrait of aggression, cruelty, indecency, and fury. He has hiked up his robe and tucked it into his belt, revealing his black laced or striped hose and providing a glimpse of his undershift. He is bending so far forward as to appear almost hunchbacked as he shoves his son into the fire with iron tools grasped tightly in his hands. Two women look on. One, presumably a relative or domestic, wearing a scalloped headdress but also a white kerchief that modestly covers her neck, wrings her hands in a gesture redolent of helplessness and distress. The second, most likely the mother, inflicts pain not on her child but on herself, as she tears at her own blond locks with both hands—a vivid and time-honored expression of grief. In sum, there is nothing antique or alien, aggressive or transgressive in the looks or behavior of this Jewish woman. Rather, she fulfills familiar and archetypically female roles: she sits or stands while watching passively; like the patient Griselda of Chaucer’s “Clerk’s Tale” she is a helpless victim of fate and her husband’s will; she loves her child. And finally, at the end of the song, she exercises the ultimate female prerogative: she changes. For although the artist eschewed this scene in favor of the more dramatic image of the father thrust into the fire, the last stanza of cantiga 4 tells us that the mother believed in Mary and was baptized. An analogous episode does appear in the illustration to cantiga 108, whose final panel embodies the “many Jews” said to have been converted by the sight of the deformed boy in the person of a single Jewish woman immersed in a baptismal font; this is almost certainly the child’s mother (see ch. 5, fig. 6).

Similar gendered differences appear in another song in the collection, a tale devoted to a Jewish woman. Cantiga 107 tells the story of a Jewish woman of Segovia sentenced to death for an unspecified crime.16 According to the song, just as the woman was about to be thrown from a cliff to her death, she cried, “O misery! How can anyone live who falls from here, unless God wills it? But you, Queen Mary, in whom Christians have faith, if what I have heard is true, that you come to the help of wretched women who commend themselves to you,… come to my aid, for I am in great need! If I live and stay well, I shall immediately make myself a Christian before tomorrow comes.” The Virgin did, indeed, come to her aid, and the Jewess miraculously landed unharmed. Praising God, she made her way to a church, told the assembled Christians of the miracle, and asked to be baptized.

[Fig. 4] In each of the first two panels of the illumination, the Jewess is surrounded by a crowd of men, presumably the Jews who decreed the harsh sentence of death. The crowd is relatively diverse: some of the men are young and clean-shaven, while one or two are bearded. But at least two figures in each of the first three panels are clearly marked as Jews: they are either very dark or elderly and gray-bearded, wear pointed hoods or hats, are drawn in profile, and/or have long or curved noses. The punishment they are about to inflict follows neither medieval Jewish nor Christian practice but is modeled on biblical and perhaps Talmudic texts.17 The poem censures this death sentence not because of its brutality (there are many instances of Christian judicial brutality in the manuscript, not to mention in medieval life) but because (as Christians understood it) the Jewish judges allowed no scope for penance and forgiveness, the chief concern of the Cantigas. Judaism is thus presented as the antithesis of Alfonso’s merciful, penitential, Marian Christian ideal: antiquated, rigid, and unforgiving—precisely the qualities encapsulated in the appearances of the marked Jewish men. Jewish men again bear crucial, though negative, witness. In the fourth panel, the dark and bearded Jewish male on the cliff points in wonder at the miraculous survival of the woman, yet for all his curiosity he sees not. Like the deformed boy in cantiga 108, he can only look backward, remaining utterly blind to the Virgin emerging behind him from the clouds. In spite of the marvel he has witnessed, he is steadfast in his recalcitrance: there is no indication in the song that any Jew other than the condemned woman converts.

[image: image]

FIG. 4

The condemned Jewess shares none of her male coreligionists’ exaggerated features or vivid coloring.18 The veil wound around her head, which at first glance may seem somewhat to resemble a turban, is identical to the headdresses of the Christian women who stand sponsor at her final conversion. The only distinctive aspect of this woman’s appearance is the fact that she wears a simple white shift—a consequence of her condemned status, presumably, but also a visual sign suggestive of purity or passiveness or, again, perhaps just blankness. (Although it has been suggested that the shift serves to reveal the woman’s “voluptuous nude body” and is intended to signal her sexuality, I do not see this image as embodying Jewish seduction.19 The outline of the woman’s legs is visible but her breasts and pudenda are not, and her body remains modestly covered even when she is completely upside down. By contrast, the breasts and belly of the abbess accused of fornication in cantiga 7 are very blatantly exposed. Moreover, the German Christian woman who in cantiga 136 is condemned to be dragged through the streets for abusing a statue of the Virgin is similarly dressed in a white shift. A more salient analogy for both these women is the white, lightly clad, suffering body of Christ himself, surrounded by tormenters. As Caroline Bynum and others have argued, women were thought able to approximate Christ through passive suffering.)20 Indeed, if there is any unifying quality to the depictions of Jewish women in the cantigas, it is indeterminacy. Their faces are neutral, their clothing is indistinct, their gestures are listless, and their social positions are weak. [Fig. 5] There is something particularly flat and lifeless in the portrayal of this woman: aside from her hand gestures, she is remarkably static—her shift hardly even flutters as she falls, and she seems more akin to the baptismal vessel in which she is eventually immersed than to the active, colorful, vibrant male Jews who menace her. Like the blond heroines favored for that very reason by Alfred Hitchcock, this pale woman is a blank slate, waiting to be written upon. And she is, indeed, acted upon in the most violent imaginable way: she is turned completely upside down, utterly reversed. It is this passive, Christ-like suffering that cures her “blindness.” Moreover, if the appearances of Jewish males and Jewish females contrast, so does their vision. In diametric opposition to the Jewish male above her, who sees but does not believe, this Jewess believes without having to see. That is, she displays faith in the mother of God without the stimulus of any visual proof: it is not until after her prayer is completed and the miracle effected that the Virgin materializes to bless her.
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FIG. 5
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FIG. 6

The same visual and conceptual qualities characterize the sole other cantiga featuring a female Jewish protagonist. Cantiga 89 tells the tale of a Jewish woman who converted to Christianity after the Virgin Mary helped her safely through a difficult labor.21 [Fig. 6] The Jewish woman is distinguished only by her swollen belly; her skin and hair are fair, her veil is white, her costume is unremarkable, and her features are small and even.22 The same is true of her small daughter, the Jewish midwives or neighbors in the middle panels, and the (presumably Christian) women who observe the baptism in the final panel. Throughout the visual narrative, the Jewish woman’s posture and gestures express passivity and weakness: she throws her hands up in pain and despair, she leans helplessly upon her attendants, she lies prone beside her newborn baby, she stands a hesitant petitioner before the door of the church, she sits naked in a baptismal font as the holy water flows over her head.

Image after image from this manuscript and other high medieval manuscripts and monuments is formed in the same mold: crowds of nameless Jewish men, with nary a female in sight, or, alternately, dark and distorted Jewish men, contrasted with pale or neutral Jewish women. A particularly vivid example is Jaime Serra’s altarpiece for the monastery of Sijena, Catalonia (ca. 1400) depicting the first recorded accusation of host desecration, which allegedly occurred in Paris in 1290. The husband, shown stabbing the host, is elderly and bearded, has a downward sloping nose, and wears a dark cloak and hood, whereas his wife is young and has a straight nose. Her round, golden headdress and bright, light eyes—like her young son’s golden hair and bright eyes—echo the shining hair, halo, and eyes of the Christ Child rising from the cauldron, whom both mother and son see and wonder at. The husband/father, by contrast, keeps his eyes resolutely fixed on the bloody table before him, utterly oblivious to the miraculous apparition.23 Nor is it just good Jewesses, the loving mothers or Jessica prototypes, whose looks are so much less distinctive and disturbing than those of Jewish men. The obdurate Jewish midwives of cantiga 89 who flee in disgust at their neighbor’s invocation of the Virgin are as fair as she or, for that matter, as the Virgin Mary herself. The Israelite women in a Regensburg Bible manuscript of around 1200 mimic their spouses in engaging in misbegotten worship, but not in displaying distinctive hairstyles or headgear.24 Even the truly notoriously evil Jewesses who very occasionally make an appearance in high medieval art display no distinctive visual traits. Salome, whose deadly dark beauty so inflamed the imaginations of Romantic artists, is in Gothic art as pale and delicate as any noble lady: lethal in act but visually benign. [Fig. 7]

The illuminated tales of the glassmaker of Bourges and of Cayphas the alfaquin in the Cantigas de Santa Maria can help us understand this contrasting high medieval artistic approach to the Jewish man and the Jewish woman. I argued in chapter 5 that the caricatured Jewish males in the images we have looked at, for all their vivid corporeality, must be considered first and foremost symbols, iconographical expressions of certain ideas about Judaism and about the physical world. Transformed into a visual sign, the Jewish male becomes a visible, fleshly embodiment both of the Augustinian doctrine of “Jewish witness” and of royal sovereignty. Augustine of Hippo explained that Jews were allowed to continue to reside in Christendom because in preserving the true ancient text of scripture they testified to the truth of prophecy (although they were blind to its true meaning), because their flesh was living proof of the historicity of the Crucifixion and their own criminal role in it, because their defeat at the hands of the Romans and current dispersal among the nations testified to Christian triumph, and because they would convert at the end of days.25 Alfonso X’s own law code, the Siete Partidas, acknowledged that the actual Jews living in Christendom by no means consistently looked or acted as this doctrine held they should, all too often projecting neither subordination nor stasis. So, for example, partida 7.24.2 laments that “we heard that in some places the Jews reenacted derisively—and continue to do so—on Good Friday the Passion of Our Lord”; partida 7.24.8 implies that an unacceptable amount of social mixing takes place (“no Jew shall dare to have in his house Christian servants … to bathe together with Christians”); partida 7.24.9 proclaims that “Jews who lie with Christian women are guilty of great insolence and presumption”; and partida 7.24.11 notes that “many errors and offensive acts occur.” But though the king apparently could not fully eradicate Jewish trespasses from his realm, in the idealized world of Christian imagery, in this manuscript made at the king’s command and according to his own design, the Jew could be forced back into his proper role.26 Headgear indicative of archaic authority displays the Jewish glassmaker’s affiliation with an obsolete law and the outmoded past; his coarse and ugly visage proclaims his misunderstanding of that law and consequent carnality and perfidy, even fiendishness. The failure of the glassmaker of Bourges and the judges of the Segovian Jewess to see the miracles worked by the Virgin graphically demonstrates the male Jew’s exegetical and spiritual blindness. By heightening visible distinctions and highlighting the importance of proper vision and visual response, the illustrations of the Cantigas present a “corrected” image of a recognizably erring Jew who, when daring to challenge Christian superiority, to insult Christian sacraments, or to question Christian truth, is properly punished for his presumption—cast into his own fiery oven. Dominated on the Gothic page as he was not always in life, the caricatured Jew, now passive object of the Christian viewer’s controlling gaze, indeed became a reliable figure of and witness to Christian truth and triumph and to royal power.
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FIG. 7

This was not a part the Jewish woman was expected to play. This is in large part because of the nature of the issues at stake: from the Christian perspective, Jewish “testimony” rested upon Jewish scripture, law, and ceremony, which were seen as the unique province of the Jewish male. Jewish women neither preserved nor distorted the words of scripture, they did not dispute about Christian image worship, they exercised no inappropriate religious or political authority, and they did not inscribe the law’s superseded and bloody ceremonies on their own bodies. Some aspects of medieval Jewish religious practice may have reinforced this view among Christians. A thirteenth-century Jewish anti-Christian polemical text stated that Christians did not believe that female converts could really enter the Jewish faith, as women couldn’t be circumcised.27 Jewish women were not required to fulfill all the religious obligations imposed on men.28 Women were in some situations exempt from fasting and were not always expected to fast as rigorously as men,29 to enforce Jewish law as strenuously as men,30 or to attend synagogue as regularly as men (in contrast to Christian women, who were apparently considered more regular churchgoers than men—note that no women are ever depicted in synagogue interiors or participating in Jewish rites in the Cantigas, whereas Christian women are frequently shown in church).31

2. A Leaky Vessel

But there is an even more basic reason why Jewish women could not embody the Jewish relationship to law and scripture: the hierarchically gendered nature of medieval Christian religious and social thought. In the clerical imagination, at least, the true faith was most perfectly enshrined in the Christian male, and especially the male cleric.32 Although all human souls were potentially equal, women were handicapped by their bodies. The Christian woman needed to be subordinated to and controlled by men because, though a receptacle of grace, she was at best a weak and leaky vessel.33 She was mutable and fluid, open and vulnerable, and her faith was feared to be no firmer than her flesh. Thus, much of the thirteenth-century Rule for Women Recluses “focuses on entry and impermeability, enclosure and leakage, sealing and opening.… The recluse’s bodily experience in the cell is represented as a constant struggle for regulation of these permeabilities.”34 Female weakness was feared to make Christian women susceptible to Jewish manipulation, as is suggested by all the many later medieval host desecration tales depicting Jewish men successfully convincing Christian women to bring them consecrated hosts.35 A similar assumption led a monastic chronicler to explain that a powerful French countess punished Christian debtors for defaulting on loans from Jewish moneylenders not because it was financially beneficial to her (which it was) but out of “female lightness.”36 Or as the priest Andreas Capellanus put it in a treatise about love: “Woman is regularly found inconstant, because no woman is strengthened by so much firmness regarding any matter, that her conviction cannot be changed by anyone’s light sweet talk in a short space of time. Woman is indeed like melting wax, always ready to assume fresh shape and to be molded to the imprint of anyone’s seal.”37 If she is changeable herself, still more ominous is her ability to change men. As an abbot of the monastery of Saint-Victor de Paris warned, “a woman’s beauty can make even a wise man apostatize”; this warning is embodied in an image in a Christian devotional manuscript known as the Rothschild Canticles (ca. 1320) depicting a beautiful woman enticing a man away from veneration of the crucifix.38 (Jews shared many of these gendered assumptions. They, too, worried about their women’s susceptibility to sexual seduction and saw them as vulnerable soft spots in the Jewish communal body, chinks in the armor of Jewish purity and solidarity.)39

If the carnality of the Christian woman was inimical to spiritual fortitude (whether her own or that of her male viewer), this was even more true of the Jewish woman, who could not escape her sexuality through celibacy. Perception of female fluidity could work in Jewish women’s favor (from the Christian perspective): Steven Kruger has observed that “Jewish women, unlike the obdurate men of their ‘race,’ seem particularly susceptible to Christianity’s truth.”40 Anna Abulafia has noted that “pliable Jewish women … were considered an easier prospect for conversion than men.”41 (Note, however, that this assumption seems to have been based on gender stereotypes rather than actual experience—a study of twelfth-century Jewish conversions to Christianity concluded that “males appear to have constituted the vast majority of voluntary and individual converts.”42 And the great twelfth-century Talmudic commentator Rabbi Jacob Tam wrote that “it happens every day” that apostates divorce their Jewish wives, suggesting that in his experience the typical voluntary convert to Christianity was male.)43

Missionaries saw hope in female solidarity as well as female susceptibility: the thirteenth-century monastic chronicler Matthew Paris wrote that the wife of a Jew who had slimed feces on an image of Mary rescued it “out of pity for another woman,” and the condemned criminal Jewess of cantiga 107 explicitly spoke to the Virgin Mary “woman to woman.” But in other cases the femaleness of the Jewess exacerbated her threat, as in The Ballad of Sir Hugh; or, The Jew’s Daughter, which tells the tale of a little Christian boy murdered by a young female Jewish neighbor who lured him into her father’s house by offering him an apple—an echo of Eve’s original sin that connects her crime less to her Jewish faith than to her fallen female state.44

Thus, although the murderously seductive juive fatale of preachers’ nightmares might seem the moral obverse of the innocent and impressionable Jewess of the missionary’s dreams, both Jewess types share an essential feature: each in her own way signals religious instability. The sexual and/or romantic liaisons into which Jewesses draw their Christian lovers sometimes end in the corruption of the Christian men and sometimes in the salvation of the Jewish women, but in either case the Jewess is a powerful and disruptive force for change. The Jewish wives and mothers in the Cantigas de Santa Maria and other miracle tales exist only to transform, usually through conversion, sometimes through death. Even one of the most notorious Jewish women in literature, a woman suffering from hunger during Titus’s siege of Jerusalem who kills, roasts, and eats her own child, was, according to the ancient Jewish historian Josephus, motivated by bodily weakness and uncontrollable impulse, and she was as false to her own people as she was to God and her maternal duty. As Josephus put it: “She consulted only her passion and the necessity she was in.… Snatching up her son, who was a child sucking at her breast, she said, ‘O thou miserable infant! for whom shall I preserve thee in this war, this famine, and this sedition?’”45 In their inconstancy, then, these literary Jewesses embody the quality most frequently assigned to women in medieval antifeminist literature. Gender ideology, so often detrimental to Christian women, thus worked in the Jewish woman’s favor. In the Christian imagination, for better or for worse, the Jewess’s femaleness trumped her Jewishness, just as the Christian woman’s sex was often feared to engulf her faith.

This, I believe, is why high medieval art had no need to invent a sign for the Jewish woman. Carnal she might be, yet hers was not the carnality of Jewish materialistic literalism and bloody ritual but the pliant, susceptible, and (when unbridled) dangerous carnality of all women. (On the rare occasions when high medieval artists attempted to express the more obdurate and dynamic carnality of Jewish law in gendered terms, they did so by means not of the Jewish female but of the female personification of Judaism, Synagoga. Though this figure is generally shown as an elderly female holding round-topped tablets of the law and/or a sacrificial knife to indicate her embodiment of outdated “materialistic” Jewish law and “bloody” Jewish rites, in a few cases she is depicted in a sexualized manner, as if to concede the attraction that some Christians nevertheless might feel for Judaism.)46 And Christian artists already had a venerable sign with which to signify the pliant, unstable female form of carnality: the female body. From the eleventh century on, artists conveyed the softness and flexibility of a woman’s body by means of curving lines and soft shading, and they underscored her freshness and fragility through delicately colored skin and long, wavy hair. These visual signs could then be endowed with either positive or negative force—when a woman’s stance is passive, her glance is downcast, her body is modestly clothed, and her hair is veiled, she embodies appropriate submission; when she appears active and her hair or skin is flagrantly bared, she projects unbridled passion.47

There is one other facet to the religiously unmarked representation of Jewish women in the Cantigas and across high medieval art. I suggested above that in the Cantigas, as in other artworks examined throughout this book, the iconographically marked male Jew epitomizes crucial aspects of Jewish “testimony”: its rigid obsolescence, its blind literalism, the severity and intractability of its law, its carnal culpability crying out for subjugation—all qualities that female flesh was ill-suited to convey. But to recognize the inability of the figure of the Jewess to embody Jewish ritual, exegesis, and law is not to assert that in the Cantigas (or beyond) this figure has nothing to say about Judaism. The negative qualities associated with the marked male Jew encompass only one dimension of the Christian theological and legal approach to Judaism. The other component of the doctrine of “Jewish witness,” which after all served to justify the continued presence of Jews within Christendom, insisted on protecting Jews who respected Christian primacy, and it held out hope that they might ultimately turn to Christ. These are notions effectively embodied in the sign of the Jewish woman, whose face and body encode weakness and pliability, receptivity to dominance, and potential for change. The apparently divided Jewish family that inhabits the pages of the Cantigas is, in fact, a prerequisite for the continued toleration of the Jewish minority. In Christian theology the particularized, exclusive obstinacy represented by the father had to be balanced by the universalized, fluid compliancy of the mother.

3. Becoming Visible

The benign visual neglect of the Jewess did not last. Around the turn of the fifteenth century, artists began to direct their attention and apply their visual imagination to female Jews. (This process paralleled civic legislation. In 1443 the senate of Venice realized that, while Jewish men had long been forced to wear a distinguishing mark on their clothing, Jewish women had not been subject to any such regulation and ordered that the situation be rectified.)48 They inserted female Jews into scenes in which they had not previously appeared, gave visual form to Jewesses who had formerly existed only in texts, and endowed these Jewesses with faces, costumes, and poses that clearly distinguish them from their Christian sisters and graphically proclaim their religious difference. (Their inclusion and marking in this way was part of a broader trend of focusing on female power and iniquity: Judith, Eve, and witches take the place of Simon Magus in depictions of harmful sorcery, Saint Anthony’s demons become women, and femmes fatales of many sorts feature more prominently in fifteenth-century art.)49

The first hint of this trend may already manifest itself as early as the 1330s. [Fig. 8] An English manuscript known as the Holkham Bible (ca. 1327–40) contains a very unusual image: an illustration of the apocryphal legend of the smith’s wife.50 According to the story, the Jewish blacksmith assigned the task of forging the nails for the crucifixion of Jesus was reluctant to do so and falsely claimed to have an injured hand. When the smith was forced to show his hand to the executioners, it miraculously became truly incapacitated, whereupon the smith’s wife immediately volunteered to take his place and proceeded to forge the nails. Although this maleficent Jewess first emerged in literature in an Old French vernacular Passion dating to about 1200, she did not make an appearance in art until the fourteenth century.51 [Fig. 9] In the Queen Mary Psalter of around 1310, she looks much like the other high Gothic Jewish women we have encountered: graceful, fair, small-featured, and utterly bland, indistinguishable from any Christian lady, even as she forges the instruments of the savior’s death. (By way of contrast, note that even within the confines of the manuscript’s very courtly style there is an attempt to visually mark the more nefarious Jewish men: the man kneeling to the right of Christ in the crowning of thorns scenes has a scraggly, pointy beard and displays a toothy grimace; the Jew holding the book while supervising the seizing of Simon the Cyrene is drawn in profile and has a bulbous nose.) Twenty years later, in the Holkham Bible, the blacksmith’s wife looks very different. Although her clothing is still in no way distinctive, her face now reflects her iniquity: in the dark brows, which she pulls down furiously over glowering eyes; in the full lips, curved downward in a fierce grimace; and, above all, in the crooked and bulbous nose, drawn in sharp profile, a grotesque deformity indicative of her inner ugliness.52 I hesitate to label this figure a full-fledged feminized anti-Jewish caricature, because her most distinctive mark—the bulbous nose—cannot be labeled a specifically “Jewish” feature: it does not conform to the shape that had by 1300 become the distinctive “Jewish nose,” and it is shared by many nefarious characters in the manuscript, Romans and yokels as well as Jews. But I nonetheless see this hideous Jewess as significant, in that she is the first painted Jewess not to look utterly generic, even in the midst of villainy. This suggests that some Christians, at least, were beginning to see Jewish women as sharing the negative religious valence of their menfolk. I shall postpone consideration of the possible reasons for this until later, but for now it is worth noting that this first-ever visually distinctive Jewess appears in one of the earliest extant examples of manuscript illumination intended for middle-class consumption.53
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FIG. 9

A few years later, far to the south, a very different Jewish woman, diametrically opposed in spiritual status to the blacksmith’s wife, is also visually singled out in a new way. [Fig. 10] As Diane Owen Hughes has shown, in 1342, in an altarpiece of the Purification of the Virgin, the Italian artist Ambrogio Lorenzetti endowed the Virgin Mary with new and innovative distinguishing signs.54 Up to this point, Mary and also the women accompanying her had been portrayed as Christian matrons or nuns. In this painting, however, Mary and her attendants wear embroidered Byzantine or Islamic silk head coverings and dangling golden earrings. Since Christian women in the new populist communes of central and northern Italy had apparently given up the wearing of earrings in the twelfth century (perhaps because of their association with the aristocratic past and imperial Byzantine East), only Jewish women in these regions continued to wear earrings (as did Christian women in more southern, Byzantine-influenced areas).55 These items, like the Eastern textiles, would thus have looked old-fashioned and exotic, even “Jewish” to contemporary Sienese viewers. Here then, for the first time, an artist visually associates the Virgin Mary and her sisters with qualities (antiquity, Easternness, luxury, materialism) traditionally assigned the Old Law. There is, of course, no derogatory intent: Lorenzetti was using these signs to display the Virgin’s humble obedience to the Old Law, following accepted theological rationales for her performance of this Hebrew rite. But the use of iconographic signs to grant these Judean women qualities previously associated only with male Hebrew prophets and their male Jewish descendants nevertheless signals a clear change in how female roles and identities were imagined. Women were apparently now seen as more closely affiliated with, and identified by, religious law and practice.
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FIG. 10

If the Lorenzetti altarpiece uses Orientalized, feminized signs to highlight the antiquity and alienness of Hebraic law, an image from about six decades later conveys these same qualities with far more negative imagery. [Fig. 11] A folio from an illuminated manuscript of the Pèlerinage de Jésus-Crist by Guillaume de Deguileville (a vernacular verse retelling of the life of Jesus) illustrates the circumcision of Jesus.56 The circumcision was a rare subject in medieval art, though it began to be more popular in the fourteenth and, especially, the fifteenth centuries, due largely to the increased devotional emphasis on the humanity of Christ.57 It was rarer still (though not unprecedented) for the circumciser (the mohel [m.] or in this case, mohelet [f.]) to be depicted as a woman (though, interestingly, the circumcision is also performed by a woman in the Holkham Bible).58 But this is what we see here. In the center of the image the naked Christ Child is laid out awkwardly on a hard wooden table. He seems to strain his torso upward as a darkly scowling woman in profile fully swathed in a white kerchief roughly grasps his right thigh with one hand and snips the foreskin off with clippers held in the other. Who is this elderly, veiled, grim-faced woman?
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FIG. 11

The poem provides an explanation: “Before the kings arrived, and while the child slept, an old woman in a mantle, all withered and wrinkled, carrying large tablets [of the law] in her hand, showing a knife to all, approached the child, and grasped him, and put her hand to him, and circumcised him, so roughly and rudely that his blood flowed copiously and spread on the ground, so that the place was reddened.”59 When the Virgin Mary cries out at this cruel treatment of her son, the woman responds, “I am the Old Law, and I have a commandment from the King [of Heaven] to circumcise boys on the eighth day. It is a sign of God’s alliance with man, a sacred sacrifice. You should rejoice at this mark, for it is that of the Sovereign King, who should never be disobeyed.” Mary continues to object that such a mark is not necessary for the Son of God, but, remarkably, the Old Law has the last word: “I know that this newborn is the Son of God. But good woman, consider that God has made the child, the perfect man, to show the way to his brothers, in keeping the commandments of the Father. Obedience is the reason that it leads to freedom.”

The veiled woman, then, is the Old Law. The presence of the law is in perfect accordance with Catholic theology, which explained Christ’s circumcision in terms similar to those of Mary’s purification: as a sign of the holy figure’s humility, obedience, and humanity.60 But if the text of the Pèlerinage provides ample explanation for the crone’s presence, it explains rather less well her appearance. The veil rolled above her brow and gathered under her chin is not the “great mantle” or cloak mentioned in the text and worn by the Virgin Mary and also frequently depicted in art on Synagoga or on male circumcisers.61 It resembles instead the headdress of serving women.62 Her instrument, moreover, is all wrong: it is not the knife mentioned in the text, generally seen in circumcision images, or traditionally associated with Synagoga. It is, rather, a set of clippers, pincers, or pliers, tools much more typically associated with instruments of the Passion than with the circumcision. [Fig. 12] Or, I might add, with ritual murder.63 [Fig. 13] And what are we to make of the other two grim-faced women standing to the right of the mohelet? There is no precedent for the Old Law to be accompanied by female attendants. They serve, therefore, to move our image from the realm of religious abstraction or personification to the realm of community; as attendants of the Old Law, they presumably are to be understood as Jewish women.64 Like the law they accompany, their faces and clothing bespeak age and servility. But they also express, even more than the mohelet and far more than is authorized by the text, hostility; the face of the last woman to the right, in particular, is gruesome and distorted, glowering with hatred. If the furrowed brow, dark scowl, and distorted nose of the Holkham blacksmith’s wife may signal only generalized evil, there can be no doubt that this woman’s ugliness relates to her perfidious law. These Jewish women have joined their brothers in embodying the recalcitrance and enmity of Judaism. Their grotesque faces emanate in part from the style of the manuscript, but that is largely the point: a culture that has begun to use faces and bodies to express value feels the need to impart value to faces and bodies and develops the artistic means by which it might do so.
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FIG. 12
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FIG. 13

The two forms of difference associated with Judaism and displayed by Jewish women that we have encountered so far—exotic luxury and carnal deformity—come together in a series of panels painted in 1435 by Jacques Daret for the altarpiece of the Benedictine monastery of Saint-Vaast in Arras. [Fig. 14; see also color insert] In the foreground of the panel of the Nativity, we see a woman who, like the blacksmith’s wife, is an apocryphal figure rarely seen in Western art before the late Middle Ages. She is the midwife Salome (Zebel in the thirteenth-century Legenda Aurea), who, according to the Protoevangelium of James, refused to believe in the virgin birth and insisted on examining Mary’s body herself. As soon as she laid her hand upon the Virgin, however, it withered. An angel instructed her to touch the Christ Child and be healed; she did so and believed.65

This painting focuses on the moment just before the miraculous healing and accordingly endows the still-doubting midwife with signs of materiality and infidelity. Her red and gold brocaded dress is encrusted with gems and surmounted by a scalloped, fur-trimmed mantle—odd attire indeed for an attendant at a birth. Her hair hangs down her back in a single long braid—a hairstyle not attested in fifteenth-century Flanders and probably conspicuously alien.66 On her head is an equally foreign-looking turban, and a golden earring dangles from her ear. The connotations of this latter, feminized sign of Jewishness had shifted since it was (apparently) first used by Lorenzetti in 1342, following a trajectory similar to that of the masculine sign of the Jewish hat. Just as the hat had originally signified neutral or even positive qualities (antiquity and authority) but eventually, by virtue of its association with Jews, had become a negative sign, so the earring’s association with Jewish women came to contour its cultural meaning. A fifteenth-century preacher endowed earrings with near-religious significance, telling his audience that Jewish women “wear them in place of circumcision.”67 Franciscan moralists insisted that Jewish women (who began to eschew earrings in imitation of their Christian neighbors and perhaps in order to avoid being visually distinctive) be forced to wear earrings as signs of Jewish difference; they also began to associate the adornments with luxury, lust, and prostitution. Indeed, in early-fifteenth-century Umbria, ring-shaped earrings (as well as a cape “in the antique fashion”) were the form of distinguishing clothing imposed on Jewish women.68 A copy of Lorenzetti’s painting made in around 1447–49 omitted the Virgin’s earrings, presumably because they were by that time considered inappropriate for such a holy figure.69 The earring, then, marks Salome not merely as an adherent of an outdated law but as morally corrupt. And, of course, the midwife’s face is the most alien accoutrement of all: drawn in sharp profile, it displays the same strangely sloping nose, full lips, and heavy-lidded eyes seen on de Deguileville’s distorted Jewesses. That is, in her antique and grotesque otherness, Salome the midwife, the first Jew reluctantly to testify to the divinity of Christ, has finally acquired visual attributes analogous to those of the glassmaker of Bourges and Cayphas the alfaquin, and appropriate to the more negative dimension of the doctrine of Jewish witness.
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FIG. 14

The spiritual significance of these signs is amply confirmed in the panel of the Purification and Presentation [Fig. 15], which includes a remarkable number of female participants—four women in addition to the Virgin Mary. As Penny Howell Jolly has noted, these women embody in their dress and hairstyles the contrast between the Old Law and the New.70 Indeed, one can trace the passing of the old dispensation in the gradual dropping of the signs of the law, from the outlandish dress of the turbaned, earring-wearing young woman on the far right; to the more sedate, Hebrew-inscribed garb of the elderly prophetess Anna; through the bareheaded, red-robed woman in the center; to the left of the altar, where the Virgin Mary and a second woman appear as respectable Christian matrons, dressed in sober, conservative Flemish garb.71

Finally, I turn to one of the most notorious of all late medieval images: the famous 1493 print of the ritual murder of Simon of Trent (or Simonino) included in Hartmann Schedel’s Weltchronik, or World Chronicle. [Fig. 16] On Easter Sunday in 1475, a Jewish cook in the northern Italian city of Trent found the body of a small child in the sewer that flowed through the basement of his Jewish employer’s house. In hope of staving off suspicion, the tiny Jewish community of the town immediately informed the authorities but to no avail. Caught up in a complicated struggle for power between the German-speaking bishop and the Italian-speaking regional authorities and exposed to the heightened religious sensibilities that characterized the Easter season, all twenty-two members of the Jewish community were arrested and accused of murdering the boy and using his blood in their Passover observances. After extensive torture during which some of the Jews confessed and at the conclusion of a trial that lasted a little over two months, the male Jews were executed.72 Posthumous miracles were immediately attributed to Simon, and the bishop moved swiftly to declare him a martyr. Over the objections of both the pope and the Doge of Venice (the secular authority of the region), both of whom disavowed the accusation and deplored the cult, narrative and devotional images of Simon’s “martyrdom” were quickly distributed. The 1493 Weltchronik print is based on a woodcut made in Nuremberg in around 1475–76, testifying to the rapid spread of interest in the tale and the cult. The print has been much studied; many scholars have examined its artistic resonances, noted its devotional aspects, and traced its nefarious influence.73 But so far, no one has fully explained one of its most significant features: the inclusion of a woman in the scene.74 This is, to my knowledge, the first time a woman has been shown participating in a ritual murder. Why is this woman here, and what does her appearance tell us?
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FIG. 15
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FIG. 16

There is nothing “documentary” about the inclusion of a woman in this scene. Although many aspects of the print faithfully replicate the “crime” as it was understood by Christians, the presence of “Brunetta” (her name is Brunetta, not Gruneta: the printer has mistakenly replaced the B with a G) is not among them. Some women, including one named Brunetta, were implicated in the “conspiracy,” but even after considerable torture none of the accused Jews, male or female, would concede that women were present at the murder.75 The worst that was ever alleged of the women in the community was that after the child’s death they used his blood in the preparation of Passover matzoh. We must assume, then, that Brunetta is here for a specific reason, and most likely for an ideological, artistic, even devotional one rather than a historical or documentary one. And that reason is clear enough when her figure is viewed in light of the later medieval images of Jewish women we have just seen. In this one figure is condensed all the signs of Jewishness elsewhere dispersed among various disparate figures. Her age and veil invoke the obsolescence of the Old Law. Her scowl, full lips, and beaked nose, now identical to those previously displayed only by Jewish men, signify her perfidious carnality. The bag and keys hanging from her belt associate that carnality with material greed. The nails she offers with her left hand signify her eagerness to participate in this re-creation of the original Crucifixion and remind us that that crime, too, was facilitated by a Jewish woman—the notorious wife of the blacksmith. And the candle in her right hand, which recalls the candles held by the Virgin Mary and her attendants in scenes of her postpartum purification in the temple (see fig. 15), highlights the extent to which this crime, like the Crucifixion, reenacts and distorts every important ritual of the law that Jews claim to follow: sacrifice, circumcision, purification, and presentation. We see a similar pattern, though visually manifested in a different way, in a painting in the provincial museum of art in Trent (ca. 1520), where a Jewess holding a goblet in which she catches the blood of Simonino has the single braid and wrapped cloth of the exotic siren-like midwife Salome, but also the hooked nose of the fleshly Jew. In such images, the Jewess is a weak and leaky vessel no longer. Into the capacious visual sign of the murderous Jewess has now been poured all the eternal, unchanging, ever-repeated carnality and perfidy of the Jews.

*   *   *

At the close of the Middle Ages the Jewish woman finally began to display visual tokens connoting antiquity and perfidy, very much like her male counterpart and unlike her high medieval predecessor.76 These images suggest that, in a startling reversal of earlier ideas, the Jewess’s religion was beginning to overshadow her femaleness. And, indeed, contemporary texts echo this trend. Whereas thirteenth-century preachers had seen the Jewess as ripe for conversion, the sixteenth-century Jesuit Philip Nerius warned that Jewish women were much more difficult to convert than men.77 Although Nerius did not specify the source of the Jewess’s stubbornness, Inquisition interrogations of suspected crypto-Jews help point the way: they locate Jewishness not in texts, teaching, and public ritual—as high medieval scholastics had—but in diet, daily habit, and the rites associated with birth, marriage, and death.78 “Did you eat pork, did you light candles, did you wear clean clothes on Saturdays?” the inquisitors repeatedly wanted to know. Neighbors were asked about suspects’ attendance in church, but even more obsessively about how they acted at home. In other words, the site of Jewish expression and the source of Jewish recalcitrance were now located in the domestic realm: the realm of women. An early-sixteenth-century Iberian chronicler is quite explicit. Referring to the (alleged) crypto-Jews of fifteenth-century Spain, he says, “They had Jews who preached to them in their houses, in secret, especially to the women.”79 Likewise, in the images we have looked at, Jewish women serve to unite two disparate realms: family and household on the one hand and religious ritual on the other. The blacksmith’s wife injects a strangely homely, domestic note into an otherwise solemn judicial ritual. The three old crones in the de Deguileville illumination offer an ugly counterimage to the Holy Family, whose domestic peace they shatter with their bloody and outdated rite. The introduction of the two midwives into Daret’s Nativity and of the four female onlookers into his Purification and Presentation serve to “feminize” both events. It has been suggested that this feminization reflects the importance and the concerns of the altarpiece’s lay female viewership and also the Church’s desire to control and regulate the behavior of those viewers.80 This explanation helps us understand the changing iconography of the Jewess.

By the opening of the fifteenth century, the shape and practice of Western Christianity had changed. Learning was no longer the monopoly of priests, or even of men. Sanctity could be found in city streets, urban courtyards, and family homes as well as in monastery cloisters. Art was made by and for laypersons and hung in living rooms as well as churches. Devotional texts in the vernacular, many of which were owned by women, were read aloud in the family sitting room.81 Later medieval lay-oriented Christianity highlighted the spiritual role of household and father, and so naturally also of wife and mother.82 A host of devotional and artistic developments testify to the new religious significance accorded household, women, and families. Writers became increasingly interested in the domestic life of the Holy Family, while artists began to depict sacred scenes in domestic settings, such as in the famous altarpiece of the Annunciation by Robert Campin (ca. 1425) in which the Virgin is shown seated in a middle-class living room.83 The Master of the Hours of Catherine of Cleves (fl. ca. 1440) likewise stressed the domesticity of the Holy Family, which he depicted as “the ultimate hard-working nuclear family.”84 Also related to this trend are the rise of the cults of Saint Anne and Saint Joseph, the explosion of devotions to female saints, and the elaboration of the iconographic theme of the Holy Kinship.85 The clerical compilers of the “household books” that guided domestic practice in Brabant saw women as their most important partners in fostering a Catholic and moral civic culture and considered the “good housewife” to be the primary personification of Christian morality.86 Women’s augmented symbolic significance made them the main targets of the hundreds of sumptuary laws issued in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries and a major preoccupation of urban governments, which saw it as their duty to safeguard the honor of resident women.87 It likewise explains why Christian legislators began to take more care to impose and/or enforce distinctive clothing regulations on Jewish women as well as Jewish men. In 1450, for example, the town of Viterbo imposed a red badge on Jewish men but ordered Jewish women to cover their heads with a yellow veil, at risk of being publicly stripped.88 As we have already seen, in Venice in 1443 the government revised earlier instructions regarding distinctive Jewish signs to make it clear that women as well as men were to wear the yellow badges.89 In 1499 Jewish women were ordered by the town of Recanati to wear yellow bands around their heads, a feminine version of the yellow hat that was imposed on Jewish men.90 Women’s symbolic significance endowed their actions with considerable political, even international, import.91 The images examined in this chapter, illustrations of vernacular devotional texts and depictions of such female-centered rituals as purification and presentation, grow out of these trends. So does the new iconography of the Jewish woman. As the spiritual and moral significance of the Christian wife rose (thereby rendering Christian society more similar to Jewish society: home and family, even more than the synagogue, had always been the center of Jewish tradition and ritual),92 the significance of the Jewish wife rose as well. The “marked” Jewess may be exotically seductive, carnally extravagant, or hideously decrepit, but in all cases she now fully partakes of the rites and crimes of her husband and presents a dark counterpart to the ideal Christian woman, sober, modest, obedient, and chaste.

This reading of the sign of Jewess bears implications for our understanding of how medieval Christendom imagined Jewish “otherness.” It has become common to define the “other” as “that which I am not.” So, we are frequently told, Jews, as the stereotypical other, are rendered dark, ugly, literal, material, etc., because these qualities constitute the opposite of what Christians claimed to be. The later medieval images of visibly marked Jewesses seem to be in accord with that usual formulation, insofar as these Jewesses are manifestly different from the Christian ideal of woman. But “different” is not quite the same thing as “opposite,” and the signs used to signify Jewish difference are by no means arbitrarily chosen indicators of otherness. Throughout this book I have argued that Jews serve a central function in medieval Christian art and thought not solely because they are “not Christian” but because they and their law, rituals, lives, and, increasingly, households were powerfully related in specific ways to Christian law, ritual, society, and identity. Similarly, specific historical developments led to the creation of the “Jewess” as an iconographic sign. Jewish women came to be marked with extravagant and ostentatious clothing and jewels at just the time when, and in just those places where, Christian moralists were most concerned with condemning extravagance and ostentation among Christian women. Jewish wives and mothers become significant religious symbols at just the time when, and in just those places where, Christian wives and mothers were claiming a religious status alongside that of their celibate sisters.93 We later generations of viewers of medieval art must keep in mind the historically contingent and culturally constructed nature of the distance between Jew and Christian. Jewish difference had to be concretized, magnified, and given meaning by continuous repetition and reiteration, before the perfidy of the Jew, or of the Jewess, could become visible. Andrew Lang was right about one thing: it was not five years of Protestant haranguing by John Knox that made Mary, Queen of Scots “look like” a middle-aged Jewess. It was six centuries of Christian art, as seen by all too effectively indoctrinated viewers’ eyes.


 

CHAPTER SEVEN

THE JEW IN THE CROWD

Surveillance and Civic Vision, CA. 1350-1500
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Watch, watch well, watch!

—Bernardino of Siena1

In a painting of the Raising of Lazarus (ca. 1445) by the Dutch artist Albert van Ouwater, we meet two starkly differing sets of people.2 [Fig. 1; see also color insert] They are grouped on either side of Saint Peter, symbol of the institutional church, who stands in the exact center of the canvas and gestures toward the resurrected Lazarus emerging from a tomb in the floor. Christ stands to the left of Peter; directly behind him two demurely elegant women and three simply dressed male disciples look upon the miracle with awe, concern, and compassion, their faces radiating humility and faith.3 On the right side of the picture, strongly contrasting with the calmly authoritative Christ and his reverent followers, huddle six gaudily dressed and apparently agitated Judeans.4 A Levitical priest in a blue and gold miter and liturgical robes turns his back on Saint Peter and draws away as if to avoid contact with the resuscitated corpse;5 two youngish men, each wearing pointed red hats swathed in white scarves, ostentatiously cover their noses in disgust;6 a dark-bearded figure in a brocaded gold hat looks on with a weary (or perhaps grim) expression; a round-faced, double-chinned, bald-headed man, dressed more simply than the others in a loose blue tunic, wrinkles his forehead in perplexity; and the last, the most elaborately attired of all, stands with his back to the viewer and his hand on his hip, turning his face from the savior as he points toward the risen Lazarus.7 Collectively, these figures vividly embody Jewish blindness, materialism, literalism, and recalcitrance, drawing the eye far more powerfully than the quietly contemplative Christians, or even the miracle-working Christ. This painting, then, seems a classic embodiment of one of the more troubling aspects of late medieval art: a sharply intensified, almost obsessive anti-Judaism. As many scholars have noted, even as Jews disappeared from view in cities across western Europe—either hidden behind ghetto walls or expelled en masse from towns, regions, entire countries—they became more prominent, and more vilified, than ever in Christian imagery, standing in for all that is evil and alien, utterly incompatible with an ideal Christendom.
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FIG. 1

The visual vilification of the Jew is not the only subject of this painting. To leave our analysis of Ouwater’s canvas here would be to offer a very incomplete reading indeed. For though the anti-Jewish implications of the Raising of Lazarus, as of so much later medieval art, are indisputable, it concerns itself with more than condemnation of Jewish unbelief. Anti-Judaism alone cannot account for another striking characteristic of this painting and of much other fifteenth-century religious imagery: the inclusion in the sacred scene of a sizable and by no means starkly dichotomous onlooking crowd, consisting of almost every imaginable kind of person responding to events in almost every possible way. In the Ouwater painting, such spectators occupy the exact center of the work, behind Saint Peter, where we see a diverse gathering of laity peering through the grille into the choir. Unlike the groups flanking Saint Peter, these figures are neither obviously good nor bad, skeptical nor saved, and they display both exotic and perfectly ordinary garb.8 This gazing crowd has analogues in a wide range of religious paintings created across western Europe in the late Middle Ages.9 From crowded Calvaries, to face-filled Arma Christi (that is, icons of the instruments of the Passion), highly public martyrdoms, and biblical scenes presented as urban pageants, myriad artworks include in addition to obvious saints and sinners numerous “in-between” figures, visually identifiable neither as Christian nor Jew, dressed according to local fashion and practice, and apparently extraneous to the central event.10

My question in this chapter, then, is: What is the role of the Jew in the context of these dynamic and diffuse but also deeply ambiguous witnessing crowds?11 What was the impact of including figures of “obvious” or vilified Jews among or alongside so many and such diverse onlookers? We have already seen (in chapters 4 and 5) the extent to which high medieval art expressed concern about faulty sight and deceptive appearance. Similar concerns permeate the art of the fifteenth century as well.12 But in addition to such general moral and theological considerations, late medieval religious tableaux—many of which were highly visible public commissions as well as statements of faith—bear social and civic meaning.13 In forcing art viewers to consider how members of a crowd look and act in the face of sanctity and sin, in reminding viewers that many people who lack the requisite faith and virtue—not just Jews but similarly flawed Gentiles—reside in the medieval town, and, above all, in highlighting the extent to which observing crowds (and also art observers) are themselves the objects of observation, such paintings prompted late medieval urban dwellers to become witnesses to their own appearances and behavior, to be attentive to those of their neighbors, and to be conscious that their neighbors may likewise be attending to them.14 The ultimate end was not merely to reform individual Christian souls (though this was certainly desired) but to train citizens to police one another and themselves. Just as art helped turn an entire city into a visible sign, an outward manifestation of internal civic Christian virtue,15 so art helped turn city residents into vigilant monitors of that virtue.16 But I do not want to underplay the anti-Jewish implications of this strategy. In investing so much in the act and art of surveillance, the new urban approach to perception, observation, and appearance redounded upon actual Jewish existence in tangible (and harmful) ways.

1. Background: Late Medieval Anti-Jewish Art

The virulent anti-Judaism of late medieval imagery has often been remarked. This trend is especially, though not exclusively, evident in images of the Passion. The number and ferocity of Christ’s tormentors increase, and they display multiple and vivid signs of Jewishness, deviance, otherness, and sin. Costume, physiognomy, gesture, color, facial expression, hairstyle, objects, and animals are all enlisted to single out and defame Jewish characters.17 Sometimes late medieval artworks perpetuate familiar and long-established anti-Jewish symbols. The toad or frog used in thirteenth-century art to symbolize the rapaciousness of Jewish usurers, for example, appears in a fifteenth-century painting on the shield of a turbaned figure leading Christ toward Calvary, its gaping mouth pointing toward a Jewish figure nearby.18 The dogs that appeared in one or two early medieval symbolic illustrations of the Crucifixion to symbolize Christ’s enemies become the regular companions of Christ’s Jewish tormentors, whose features and expressions rival those of their beasts in ferocity and brutality.19 In other cases late medieval artworks update anti-Jewish symbols or invent new ones—blindness is displayed through eyeglasses, Easternness through Turkish-looking attire, and evil via the scorpion. Pilate is replaced by the Jewish high priest or the Sanhedrin as the main mover in the Crucifixion, and enemies shown spitting at Christ in Arma Christi images are explicitly labeled Jews.20 Such images elaborate many of the functions we have encountered throughout this book: they model blindness and heartlessness, the wrong way to see; they demonstrate the confusion, hypocrisy, and deception of the City of Man; they embody the fallen, fleshly world that needs to be corrected. It is important to add that the more positive aspects of Jewish witness do not disappear from later medieval art: Jewish villains are as often as not balanced by protagonists also identifiable as Jews, or at least Hebrews and Judeans: scroll-wielding prophets, the Pharisee who proclaims Christ the Son of God, the Jewish elders who lovingly cradle Jesus’s dead body all play prominent roles in later medieval art.21 In spite of the frequent presence of these “believing/witnessing” Jews, however, scholars who study this imagery tend (understandably) to downplay the bifurcated nature of Jewish representation in favor of the ever darker and more hostile, often citing the exaggerated distortions of Christ’s tormentors and executioners as evidence for a late medieval propensity for the cruel and the macabre.22

Various explanations have been offered for this intensification of anti-Jewish imagery. Art historians have, not surprisingly, tended to look to artistic developments, citing the growing artistic interest in portraiture, physiognomy, human types, and the portrayal of emotions.23 Other scholars point to devotional trends, arguing that the more personal, vocal, affective religiosity of the later Middle Ages created an intense desire for more detailed and emotionally charged pictures of the Passion and martyrdoms.24 Others still relate the violence of late medieval religious imagery to the brutality, chaos, and anxiety generated by contemporary political and demographic crises.25 All these suggestions are valuable and in many ways convincing. But none directly addresses the fact that demonized and caricatured Jews appear in the midst of large and often ambiguous crowds in late medieval religious tableaux.

2. Lots of Looking

Let us start with the explosion of onlookers in religious scenes. Van Ouwater’s gazing layfolk are hardly unique: in picture after picture of Christ carrying the cross, raising the dead, giving up the ghost, mocked by the mob, showing his wounds, or rising from the grave, he is surrounded by a large and diverse crowd.26 Saints, too, increasingly work their miracles and suffer their tribulations before many onlookers. In some cases groups of two or three persons stand debating on the margins of the main action.27 In other cases spectators peek over ramparts and battlements,28 look up from the streets,29 or gaze down from high towers.30 At times the central actor is all but overwhelmed by peripheral viewers. And for every exotically attired or grotesquely caricatured (and so implicitly Jewish) tormentor or mocker shown glaring sadistically at Christ or the central saint, there are several or even dozens of others quite mundane in aspect, who gaze blankly or turn away, seemingly oblivious to the drama or pain before them. [Fig. 2]

The complications posed by the onlooking crowd are crystallized in an early example of a densely populated religious scene: the fresco of Christ Carrying the Cross (The Road to Calvary) in the lower left corner of the vast Passion narrative decorating the chapter house of the Dominican priory of Santa Maria Novella in Florence.31 [Fig. 3] Hunters of Judaicized villains will have no trouble finding their quarry here: the skullcap-wearing dark-bearded man in profile carrying a rolled-up scroll and gesturing toward Christ on the left edge, the figure on horseback with a beard exotically divided into two pointed braids who is seemingly directing the proceedings; the sword-wielding man in profile with the dark, pointed beard stalking purposely forward to the right of Christ, the woman (or perhaps effeminate man?) shown in dorsal view in the midst of the marchers wearing a turban with a single braid trailing down her back;32 the man in the tall, pointed hat and dark, pointed beard hovering above the city so that he seems to lead the procession—all of these figures display stereotypical Jewish signs and in this context may presumably be regarded as Jewish deicides. But the fresco hardly promotes the notion that Christ’s death can be entirely displaced onto alien “others,” for these “marked” characters constitute a small minority of the crowd. Surrounding them are many more figures displaying no signs of iniquity or otherness. The man holding the hammer and nail, for example, is clean-shaven; the veiled female face nestled just above the S of the SPQR is fair and elegant; the man in red just below and to the left of the small, pointing figure on the right is young and golden-haired.
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FIG. 2
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FIG. 3

A second interesting feature of the crowd is the fact that, while the majority of people peering and pointing from the city ramparts or walking behind Christ are focused on the soon-to-be-executed savior, other figures very conspicuously look elsewhere. One woman on a balcony is more interested in her potted plant than in the drama unfolding below. A man in a turban at the city entrance turns to look at an unseen distraction behind him. The woman in the veil seems engrossed by the figure to her right. An elderly man toward the front of the procession has turned around as if to retrace his steps for some reason; a man in a striped headdress likewise faces the oncoming crowd; and above him an older man with a covered head looks off to his right.

A similar mixture of apparently Jewish, presumably non-Jewish, quite ambiguous, and evidently distracted characters likewise characterizes the figures peering through the grate at the back of the choir in Ouwater’s Raising of Lazarus (see fig. 1). The spiky-turbaned curly-bearded man in the center of the group is exotic enough (the colors of his hat echo the blue and gold headdress of the Jewish priest), but the curly-haired rustic and the white-veiled woman who flank him could have walked the streets of Haarlem, Albert van Ouwater’s hometown.33 The onlookers’ gazes are notably diffuse: some glance down toward the seated Lazarus; one—a man wearing a white headband—looks right and upward toward window, sky, or heaven; one—the turbaned man—seems to regard the priest he so resembles; and one—a brown-bearded man on the left wearing a yellow cap and red tunic—gazes straight out toward the viewer. Is this an unbelieving Jew, a foil to the downward-peering balding elder on the right?34 Is he perhaps to be construed as a potential convert? Or are we to see him as Everyman, any resident of the city, poised uncertainly between the Jewish priests’ disgust and the reverence of the Christian saints?35

The expansion of the observing crowd in later medieval art has long been remarked. The Renaissance artist and art historian Giorgio Vasari (d. 1574) traced a steady increase in the number and significance of attentive figures over his three phases of painting, dubbing Raphael (d. 1520) the “maestro” of attention.36 Contemporaries offered both artistic and religious explanations for the practice. Leonardo advised artists carefully to observe the behavior of people on the streets (talking, quarreling, laughing, or fighting together), including bystanders who in turn look on at the action, in order to perfect mastery of gesture and expression.37 Attentiveness, at least to spiritual scenes, was also a religious virtue: the fourteenth-century Meditations on the Life of Christ advised the reader to “look” (in his or her imagination, but probably also in regard to a picture) “at the disciples as they gaze on Him [Christ] with reverence, humility, and all intentness of mind.”38

But spectating crowds do not serve merely to commend spiritual attentiveness: as noted above, quite a few painted onlookers fail to gaze with uninterrupted attention. The art historian Robert Gaston likewise remarks that the bystanders in many quattrocento images are often not looking at the sacred figures at all but rather seem to be looking elsewhere. [Fig. 4] Gaston compares such behavior to that of courtiers who were allowed to chat while the lord was conducting business; he concludes that this practice added naturalness to artworks, helping to make the entourage of the Magi, for example, that much more convincing.39 But in the context of highly charged (and by no means courtly) settings such as the road to Calvary or the raising of Lazarus, such distractedness, not to say determined inattention, no matter how “natural,” must surely bear further meaning.
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FIG. 4

The issue of inattention is very vividly raised in one of the stranger images to survive from the late Middle Ages, a so-called Man of Sorrows from Verona. [Fig. 5] Here we see a dead and bloodied Christ perched on the edge of his tomb and surrounded by a gallery of disembodied faces.40 Together with the hammer, nails, pincers, bucket, etc., these faces constitute the Arma Christi, the tools of Christ’s torment, frequently shown in later medieval art surrounding the suffering savior. Most of the figures in the image are characters associated with the Passion—we can recognize the white-bearded Saint Peter; Malchus, whose ear was cut off by Peter; the woman who pointed Peter out as a follower of Christ; and Herod in his crown, among many others who cannot precisely be identified. But though the theme itself is not new, its treatment here is striking. Whereas in the previous century comparable images had surrounded the Man of Sorrows with material objects and at most one or two tormentors glaring or spitting at him, here we have well over a dozen faces, friend and foe alike, overlapping one another in a weird and jostling human tapestry.41 Although all but one of the male faces are bearded, with the exception of the crowned Herod none of the men are endowed with signs that convey any kind of exoticism or social specificity.42 Far from being marked by evil or difference, much less identified as Jews, they resemble almost any resident of the city.43
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FIG. 5

Oddest of all, though, is the fact that these “instruments of the Passion” are not tormenting Christ: in contrast to most versions of this theme, none of the faces is spitting at or in any way abusing Christ. In fact, not one of these faces is paying the savior the slightest heed—with the sole exception of the Virgin Mary, all the figures in the painting glance away from his corpus and look instead toward the heavens, the earth, or one another. Many of them conduct an apparently animated dialogue with their immediate neighbors. One figure (Saint John), stares straight out at the viewer, wielding the most piercing gaze of all.

How then are we to understand this lack of attentiveness among so many painted viewers? One function of their distraction is, it seems clear, to signal a spiritual lack. Together, the unfocused gazes of Christ’s tormentors in the Verona Man of Sorrows graphically realize not the first, more commonly quoted half of the Man of Sorrows biblical verse (Isaiah 53:3), “He was despised and rejected by mankind, a man of suffering, and familiar with pain,” but rather the second half, which indicts the arrogance and indifference of his fellow humans: “Like one from whom people hide their faces, he was despised, and we held him in low esteem.” Our diverse, disembodied, and distracted heads thus suggest that the instruments of Christ’s suffering are not just those who inflicted upon him bodily pain but also all who saw and did nothing … or who simply preferred not to see. But there is a civic meaning as well as a moral one in the variously focused, crisscrossed trajectories of these gazes. It has been noted that the interlocking eyes of two conversing figures show those persons’ consciousness that they are in a mutual relationship.44 I would add that the Verona painting’s elaborate multiplication of such interlocked pairs vividly conveys the fact that civic life consists of countless such relationships, all conducted under the gaze of others. The overlapping interactions of these human “instruments” of cruelty and indifference, like the people peering down from the Florentine ramparts at the distracted marchers in the Road to Calvary and the jostling gawkers viewing the viewers in Ouwater’s Haarlem choir, remind the residents of the late medieval town that no individual functions in isolation, that the choices and actions of each person are observed by others, and that these watchers in turn are themselves subject to being seen and judged.

3. Portrait of a City

Various visual cues helped impress this message on the audience, instill a sense of immediacy, and provoke art viewers to relate the painted spectators to themselves. Perhaps the most obvious such cue was the practice of locating ancient or even timeless religious events in the contemporary city, in the shadow of familiar buildings and under the eyes of familiar figures, rendered as contemporaries rather than as historical actors.45 In the Low Countries, Germany, and Italy fifteenth-century artists included “portraits” of actual buildings in their works.46 So, for example, Andrea da Firenze’s Road to Calvary directly faced another work by the same artist known as the Via Veritatis (the Way of Truth or Salvation). The fresco, which is located in a Dominican church and underscores the central role played by the friars in leading their fellow Christians to salvation, boasts a detailed and highly accurate portrait of the Duomo, then under construction. [Fig. 6] The knots of people collected alongside the building include a wide range of recognizable figures and types. Some are exalted personages wearing badges of office (pope, emperor, cardinal, king, bishop), some are identified as infidels by their dark complexions and exotic headgear (turbans and pointed hats), but most are characters commonly seen on the streets of Florence (knights, monks, clerics, civic officials, learned academics, mendicant friars, listening laymen and -women, wretched beggars and cripples). The portrayal of so many and such different people displaying so many and such differing reactions to Dominican preaching—and the linking of these reactions to ultimate salvation—presumably served to encourage personal penitence, a key goal of the Dominican order. But in launching salvific history from the most prominent site in central Florence, the image also reminds its viewers that the way to salvation and the road to Calvary both begin at home, on the city street, and that inner virtue is embodied and displayed in public and civic comportment. Christ’s gaze may be able to penetrate the individual human heart, but no figure in either painting stands alone before his God. Each is a member of a group, and each is exposed to the scrutiny of Christ’s and of many other eyes.47
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FIG. 6

Second, many of the gazing faces in fifteenth-century religious artworks belong to actual, identifiable people.48 The Via Veritatis contains portraits of Brigitte of Sweden, Queen Joan of Naples, and other well-known figures. At least seven prominent citizens appear in Masaccio’s Raising of the Son of Theophilus in the Brancacci Chapel (ca. 1425). In Domenico Ghirlandaio’s frescoes in the Tornabuoni Chapel of Santa Maria Novella, the Annunciation to Zacharias, the Birth of the Virgin, the Visitation, and the Birth of the Baptist are observed by famous Florentines, distinguished from the biblical/historical characters by their fashionable dress.49 Filippo Lippi’s Funeral of Saint Stephen (1460) in the Prato Cathedral includes almost two dozen portraits. John Pope-Hennessy calls the frescoes in the Sistine Chapel a veritable “Who’s Who of 1482” and notes that the choirs of many churches were “in effect a civic portrait gallery.”50 In northern Europe, Geertgen tot Sint Jans, a younger Haarlem contemporary of Albert van Ouwater, featured collective portraits of local notables in two of his surviving works, and Petrus Christus, Rogier van der Weyden, Hugo Van der Goes, and Nicolas Froment all included portraits in their works.51 In Iberia, the various panels of the Altarpiece of Saint Vincent by Nuno Gonçalves (1467–69) show the saint surrounded by members of the Portuguese court.52

This inclusion of known figures and structures in biblical and other religious scenes served a variety of artistic and spiritual purposes. It was, of course, and perhaps above all, a form of flattery and advertisement on the part of the artists, and of self-promotion and family or institutional aggrandizement on the part of the patrons. Nevertheless the quattrocento artist and intellectual Leon Battista Alberti, while no doubt recognizing these functions, preferred to emphasize affective and devotional benefits, writing in his treatise On Painting (1435) that the viewer was more likely to contemplate a religious scene deeply when it included a known face: “The face that is known draws the eye of all spectators” and “can best move the emotions.”53 Aby Warburg explained that this form of portraiture expressed and promoted a sense of connection between the people shown and the sacred figures. Eckart Marchand likewise noted that the practice helped draw the history beholder into the religious narrative, adding that it was a way for patrons to express in visual terms the values and social identity of their city.54 I would extend the civic implications of inserting secular figures into sacred scenes further still. These paintings achieve in art what was not fully realized in life: in laying so much stress on the appearance and behavior of urban residents and highlighting the importance of well-ordered space, they model a method of governance. They visualize, and so offer a way to think about, what city life is actually like and how it might be improved.55

What has not yet been considered is how this aspect of later medieval art gives entirely new meaning to the images of Judeans and Jews appearing in the midst of these Christian cities and citizens. Whether Jews are grossly caricatured (as in much northern painting), singled out as “other” through exotic costume (as with the infidel auditors of Peter Martyr and Thomas Aquinas in the Via Veritatis), only subtly identified by a beard or cap, or identifiable as Jews only from context (as is often the case in Italian painting), their appearance among recognizable crowds in familiar city scenes significantly lessens the physical, social, and conceptual distance between Jew and Gentile. For all their differentiated complexions and headgear, the infidels peopling the streets of Florence in the Via Veritatis of Andrea da Firenze mix easily with their orthodox neighbors, and they display the same broad range of reactions to Dominican preaching as the Gentiles among whom they mingle—members of both groups display piety and humility, as well as pride and rejection. [Fig. 7] It is tempting to see the luxurious attire of the rabbis in Pinturricchio’s fresco of Christ among the Doctors as signaling their materialism, and so literalism, but in fact their outfits are no more opulent or exotic than those of the dignitaries depicted by the same artist attending the coronation of Pope Pius III.56 The fur hat, pointed beard, profile presentation, orb, and scepter with which the Duke of Milan is endowed in Masaccio’s Raising of the Son of Theophilus, manifestly without negative implication, could easily appear on Herod, Pilate, or any hard-hearted Judean authority. (It is worth repeating that the existence of putative “Jewish” clothing, in art and in life, hardly served definitively to identify Jews or to distinguish them from Gentiles—again, in art or in life.)57 So rather than simply encourage viewers to compare themselves morally, spiritually, affectively with unbelievers, as earlier artworks had, these crowded scenes force viewers to imagine themselves as Jews’ neighbors, sharing the same streets and squares. The images concede that Christians are tested by the same challenges as the Jews of Christ’s generation and that Christians too might display qualities so often labeled “Jewish.”58 Once they have been prompted to recognize their own possible kinship with the New Testament–era Jews upon whom they gaze, and whom they are urged to condemn, viewers must also face the fact that they too may be gazed upon, and condemned, by others.59
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FIG. 7

4. The Viewer Espied

It is not just the painted spectator who is visibly exposed to the gaze of others. In picture after picture, a face is depicted staring straight out toward the viewer of the image. In van Ouwater’s Lazarus it is the gold-turbaned man on the left edge of the peering group whose eyes directly engage the viewer. Similar figures appear in (to cite just a few examples) Rogier van der Weyden’s St. Columba altarpiece (1455), where a member of the Magi’s entourage engages our gaze while pointing to his right (our left); Derick Baegert’s Christ Carrying the Cross (ca. 1477), where the woman pointing at the shroud with Christ’s image looks straight out toward the viewer [Fig. 8]; in the Ecce Homo of Quentin Massys (ca. 1515), where a man in the lower right corner slides his eyes left and outward [Fig. 9]; and in Piero Perugino’s 1492 fresco of the Baptism of Christ, in which a young man in a red cap stands sharply out from the surrounding figures in directly facing the viewer.60 [Fig. 10] Sometimes the staring figure is an unknown bystander, sometimes a shadowy figure in the background, sometimes the artist himself, sometimes a holy figure (such as the Virgin in Masaccio’s Holy Trinity fresco), and sometimes even Christ himself.61 Perhaps the most startling such character is the soldier who aims his crossbow directly at the viewer in a mid-fifteenth-century Bavarian Calvary.62
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FIG. 9
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FIG. 10

Alberti, again, discussed this practice, recommending it as a powerful way to engage the viewer and intensify the emotional impact of the image: “In an istoria [that is, a narrative painting] I like to see someone who admonishes and points out to us what is happening there, or beckons with his hand to see, or menaces [us] with an angry face and flashing eyes, so that no one should come near, or shows some danger or marvelous thing there, or invites us to weep or to laugh together with them.”63 Indeed, in at least one case the invitation is explicitly articulated by the image itself: an inscription on a predella to a Man of Sorrows image in Florence exhorts the viewer: “O! All you who pass by, consider and see whether there be any sorrow like unto my sorrow!” Millard Meiss cites this inscription as an example of the fourteenth- and fifteenth-century tendency to draw together image and spectator, divine and human realms.64 Patricia Rubin describes the effect of a figure who stares straight out at the viewer as calling attention to the viewer’s own act of looking, “reminding the viewers … of their positions as witnesses.”65 I would add that the staring faces remind viewers of their positions as witnessed as well. In directly addressing the viewer, the direct gaze, like the inscription, instills self-consciousness, creates a sense of being seen, and reminds the viewer that he or she, too, is visible and legible to others.66

Moralists explicitly exploited this potential power of art in their attempts to instill such self-consciousness. When the puritanical preacher Savonarola condemned the wearing of extravagant dress and cosmetics in church, he warned the women of Florence: “I tell you that [the image of the Virgin of the Annunciation] doesn’t want to see [you] dressed like that!”67 Bernardino of Siena instructed women to imagine that a picture of the Virgin was watching their behavior when they were in their bedrooms.68 During urban crises the Virgin of Impruneta was marched through the streets of Florence that she might be seen by all but was then set up on a dais so she could in turn “watch” the townspeople marching before her.69 Many of our painted gazes seem more challenging than inviting: in the deeply strange Man of Sorrows/Arma Christi image from Verona, Saint John seems to demand of the viewer: “Which of these characters are you—tormentor, denier, questioner, or believer?!” Through such stares the viewer is made aware that he or she is being watched and warned to police him- or herself accordingly.

5. Behind Closed Doors

The final visual element expressing a new concern with visibility and surveillance is the multitude of partially effaced walls, open windows, agape doors, arcaded loggias, and pierced barriers through which spectators peer and/or into which the viewer can gaze (see fig. 1). The barred window at the back of the choir in van Ouwater’s Lazarus is an unusually central and prominent example of such unexpected or oblique viewpoints, but it is by no means rare. In such paintings as Dieric Bouts’s 1464 Altarpiece of the Blessed Sacrament, Hans Memling’s 1471 Scenes from the Passion, Nicolas Froment’s Martyrdom of Saint Mitre, Rogier van der Weyden’s St. Columba altarpiece, and the anonymous northern French Presentation in the Temple now in the Musée de Cluny, walls fall away or gaps open up at improbable places.

Of course, such architectural elements serve a clear painterly function: they were the primary mechanisms by which artists achieved visual perspective and conveyed an illusion of three-dimensional space.70 But artistic technique (perspectival arrangements included) cannot be divorced from ideological import.71 Alberti wrote that in creating a sense of “the picture as window,” perspective helps connect the viewer to depicted space; this, in turn, helps promote the self-reflexivity I have been suggesting.72 Moreover, in many artworks the primary purpose of including these pierced and porous structures seems to be to highlight the act of viewing73 and to draw attention to—often literally to “frame”—these spectators so that they in effect become subjects of their own image. They also would have recalled to the urban viewer the collective experience of watching urban drama, as theatrical stages were often divided by curtains into a series of compartments reminiscent of our painted spaces. At the same time, the oblique, blocked, or partial nature of their viewing perforce suggests both the limits of visibility and the possibility of concealment. [Fig. 11] So, for example, the voyeuristic quality of Petrus Christus’s Saint Eligius as a Goldsmith has often been noted: the fascination of the image comes from the fact that both the passersby reflected in the mirror and the viewer of the painting are allowed glimpses into intimate, interior space.
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FIG. 11

These many pierced walls and apparently extraneous and excluded pairs or groups of peering viewers thus highlight what was considered a deeply problematic aspect of late medieval urban life: the disjunction between inside and outside, private and public, internal morality and outward appearance.74 Christian theologians had long been preoccupied by this dangerous disjunction, of course,75 but it was rendered considerably more pressing by late medieval social and political developments. In particular, the rise of the domestic household as a political unit and a site of spirituality magnified both interest in what went on within newly significant private spaces and concern about their inaccessibility.76 In various Italian cities, for example, the civic government tried (often unsuccessfully) to prevent or reverse the privatization of space by elite families, who closed off streets in order to turn their neighborhoods into family compounds.77 The dissolution of walls and barriers in late medieval painting helped acknowledge and address such anxieties. Art became a key tool in signaling the need to consider what was hidden from view. It also, interestingly enough, helped sanctify interior (hidden) space: the presence or absence of religious art in a private home became a primary marker of family piety.78

6. Sight of the City: Pageantry and Public Ritual

The artistic strategies outlined above underscore the visibility and emphasize the visual significance of the city and its residents. They therefore also express a need for social legibility—allied to considerable apprehension regarding how easily external appearance, allotted so much importance in civic life, could be manipulated to mask and mislead—and promote surveillance of neighbor and of self. The same concerns permeate contemporary urban laws and mores: the increasingly centralized and ambitious polities of the later Middle Ages harbored a powerful desire to make the appearance of the city display its honor and piety and to make the dress of its residents align with their inner qualities, whether virtuous or shameful.79

The most obvious manifestation of this late medieval urban concern with outward display is the heavy investment of civic governments and urban confraternities in pageantry, art patronage, and ceremony.80 Religious processions were choreographed so as to present in visual form the urban social structure.81 Urban saints were ostentatiously displayed to residents and visitors in theatrical settings and with carefully choreographed gestures on major feast (and fair) days.82 Florence addressed adolescent violence by channeling youths’ energy into civic-sponsored theatrical and processional spectacles.83 The fourteenth-century Venetian jurist Jacopo Bertaldo wrote that the doge displayed himself to the people in precious and splendid trappings and ornaments so that the people of the city might learn to “shun evil” and “strive for good.”84 Town officials adopted distinctive garb with which to proclaim their status and authority, as in the red gowns reserved for Exeter councillors and urban officers and the liveries listed in the expense accounts of the town of Bristol.85 Chambers of Rhetoric charged with mounting theatrical productions spread across cities in the Lowlands, northern France, and northern Germany.86 In some cities in the Lowlands almost the entire urban community participated in the preparation and staging of civic dramatic festivals, which involved decorating the city itself.87 Various historians have applied the anthropologist Clifford Geertz’s term theater state to fifteenth-century Burgundy, the Habsburg realm, Florence, and elsewhere, and early modern Venice has been dubbed a “republic of processions.”88 Not all the civic dramas were happy ones, of course. Executions became more public and spectacular (that is, visually striking).89 Public penance returned with a vengeance, in Iberia in the form of the rituals of humiliation known as autos-da-fé.

This concern with appearance was not restricted to rulers and municipal leaders: a host of rules and practices invested the outward aspect of common citizens and the urban fabric itself with meaning. The humanist Leonardo Bruni opened his Laudatio Florentinae Urbis (ca. 1430) by extolling the physical beauty of the city, and Leon Battista Alberti regarded the city as an “object of aesthetic contemplation by an educated elite.”90 Urban processions incorporated all levels of society; tableaux vivants turned average people into extraordinary pictures.91 Religious confraternities created their own costumes and insignia and commissioned renowned painters to design portable banners with which they might proclaim their particular piety when beyond the confines of their own precincts.92 Private citizens proudly displayed family, guild, and personal emblems on their clothing, which painters then faithfully replicated in their portraits.93 Members of political factions in northern as well as Italian cities adopted badges and signs by which they could identify one another.94 Respectable professions voluntarily adopted distinctive uniforms and markings, and artisan groups commissioned special livery to wear on feast days.95 As fourteenth- and fifteenth-century newlywed Italian women were publicly paraded to their new conjugal homes, they were accompanied by dowry chests painted with scenes of virtue, marital accord, or civic triumph for well-wishers, gapers, and passersby to see and scrutinize.96 A Florentine father advised his son to “make himself visible” by strolling the streets “day and night” to parade his qualities and attract the attention of potential patrons.97 When Michel de Montaigne traveled to Rome in 1580–81, he was struck by the theatrical nature of Mediterranean urban life, writing that Romans “displayed themselves to each other, both from balconies and when strolling,” adding that they seemed to go out walking for no other purpose than to see and be seen.98 Across urban society there was a consensus that the outward aspect of cities and citizens generally was, and ideally should be, an important indicator of inner worth. Savonarola acknowledged and lambasted precisely this situation and sought to stigmatize it as un-Christian, when during his brief rule he warned Florentines that “the demon of idolatry always seduced citizens into mistaking the form for the substance, into following the external law of the Jews rather than the internal law of Christ.”99

Appearance, therefore, was too important to leave to chance, and few municipal authorities were willing to do so. From the late thirteenth century, the behavior, attire, rituals, and emblems of Christian urban residents, both respectable and vilified, were subjected to notice, regulation, and control.100 Although distinguishing clothing and other visible markings were most notoriously imposed on Jews, most of the laws relating to clothing were aimed at Christians (especially Christian women), not Jews or conversos.101 Prostitutes, former heretics, and members of various vilified professions were forced to wear many of the same conspicuous and humiliating signs and fashions assigned to Jews.102 In fifteenth-century Venice, for example, prostitutes, pimps, and Jews were all ordered to wear the color yellow, that they might be clearly visible.103 In fifteenth-century Italy the wearing of earrings was restricted to Jewish women and prostitutes.104 A late-fourteenth-century set of rules for Bristol ordered that “no common woman wander about the town without a striped hood.”105 The Spanish Inquisition required convicted heretics to wear special smocks marked with crosses known as sanbenitos.106 But it was not just marginal figures that civic government sought to mark and control. The clothing and comportment of mainstream and elite men and women were also regulated. Cities throughout Europe passed sumptuary laws intended to limit excessive or otherwise inappropriate display.107 Sumptuary laws sought to ensure not only that God, taste, hierarchy, and/or economy were not offended by excessive luxury but also that the outward appearance—of individual persons and of the entire city—projected strong inner morality.108 In fourteenth-century Flanders and Artois, aldermen withdrew clerical status from anyone who didn’t maintain his tonsure or who wore frivolous clothing (stripes, for example).109 Manners and gestures, too, were regulated. In many Italian towns proper behavior for weddings, betrothals, and funerals was prescribed and enforced.110 The city council of sixteenth-century Augsburg came to see itself as a “watchful father” of the community, issuing manifold instructions for the ordering of the sober household.111

Nor was this concern with appearance limited to town authorities; it was internalized by a wide swath of urban society, which also awarded great significance to external looks. The residents of fifteenth-century Florence and many other cities expected and encouraged their government to scrutinize comportment and ensure public embodiment of the civic ideal.112 The biographer Vespasiano da Bisticci made a point of describing in detail what his subjects looked like, as, he said, looks revealed the qualities of their city as much as of themselves.113 In Barcelona, Jesuit teachers instructed their students how to “walk with visible circumspection,” recommending a moderate pace and condemning close physical contact, laughing and horseplay, or looking too intently at windows and balconies.114 Comments on prospective brides in family letters show how closely women’s clothes, bodies, and manners were scrutinized and how important were their physical appearance and public deportment.115

7. Behind Closed Doors

This concern with appearance and deportment introduced a newly pressing problem: what of those places that were out of sight? As I noted in regard to the artistic practice of peeling away walls, fear of the hidden and concern to reveal what was indoors are detectable everywhere in the late medieval city. Privacy was a source of power, and so also of danger. Whereas moralists and authorities initially had focused their attention on public comportment (most especially in church), from the later fourteenth century we see increased worry about how residents behaved in their own homes, in what we would call private spaces. Sumptuary prosecutions lament the fact that people accosted by public officials for violating the law fled into their own or friends’ houses to avoid giving their names and getting fined.116 Legislators tried to reduce the conducting of affairs in private. A statute from fifteenth-century Ala, situated between Trent and Verona in northern Italy, insisted that if underage heirs wanted to sell property they had inherited, the transactions had to be done “openly and not secretly [palam et non occulte] … or else they will be presumed to be fraudulent.”117 The term palam (openly) became a byword for legitimate and trustworthy; deeds done behind closed doors were by that very fact suspect.

Because doors had the potential to shield all kinds of vice, they became major focal points of anxiety and anger: attacks on and defacement of the doors of people targeted for abuse, reproach, or revenge became familiar urban rituals.118 Horns and phallic images were fixed on the doors of alleged adulterers and cuckolds, giving form to the unseen outrages committed behind them.119 In Bologna the house of a man accused of resorting to pimping in order to redeem a cloak he had pawned to a Jew was decorated with pornographic drawings, horns (symbolic of lust), and red sand (presumably, like the mud or earth that was also sometimes smeared on doors, a reference to filth and perhaps to blood).120 Nor could fleeing the city or even dying save one’s domicile from defacement: executed prisoners and escaped criminals had their pictures painted on their own houses.121 All these acts were designed to achieve precisely what artists effected by the visual dissolving of walls: to make visible the invisible and to nullify the dangerous power of disguise and dissemblance by proclaiming the penetrating power of artistic (or civic) vision.

8. A Culture of Surveillance

The ordering of appearance and behavior both within doors and without was too important to be left to chance. Perhaps the most striking effect of this heightened visual significance was an increase in governmental surveillance, which became one of the most important characteristics of late medieval urban society.122 The first permanent secret police in Europe was founded in 1378 in Florence.123 The Venetian Council of Ten employed over three hundred officers to patrol the streets; according to David Nicolas, these patrols “amounted to a secret police.”124 Other towns relied on existing public officers. In Perugia a statute ordered that a notary be sent to all funerals “ad videndum et scribendum”—to watch for and record infractions of the laws guiding behavior.125 Notaries’ documents began to include careful physical descriptions of the increasingly numerous slaves, presumably so that they might be captured if they tried to escape, perhaps also to preemptively discourage any escape attempts.126 Florentine court officers boasted that they were “watching with unceasing diligence” for evidence of sodomy and in 1432 set up a special governmental bureau for the policing of sodomy called the Office of the Night.127 In Florence the wool guild set up its own spy network to enforce its statutes and regulate the behavior of workers.128

But the most common and effective means found to promote the probity of a city was to enlist urban residents to examine, surveil, and police one another.129 The main method for enforcing sumptuary laws, for example, was secret denunciation by neighbors, servants, and other witnesses.130 In Perugia boxes were set up around the city into which citizens could anonymously place pieces of paper accusing another of sodomy.131 Urban statutes insisted that citizens were required to denounce to the authorities any crime of which they were aware and punished the failure to do so.132 A law code from Bologna dating to 1288 ends with the statute “We order that whoever is inclined, can and ought to accuse and denounce everyone and anyone who acts against the aforesaid ordinances and statutes.”133 Nuremberg required citizens to inform authorities of anyone who cursed; innkeepers had to inform on the activities of their guests.134 The preacher Bernardino of Siena warned his hearers that “if anybody had information on any man or woman who practices [witchcraft] and did not report them to the authorities, he or she would be guilty of the same sin.”135 The list of “six men who have come out of your house” flourished by a man who accused a woman of prostitution demonstrates the nature and uses of “neighborhood watchfulness.”136 Across Europe, as countless court documents affirm, the main forms of testimony in all criminal cases were eyewitness reports and public opinion; in Italy prosecutions came to be based on fama (reputation) and “unanimous clamour.”137 Municipalities rewarded people who informed on their neighbors by awarding them a portion of any fines subsequently levied.138 Confraternities and guilds required their members to oversee the actions and appearances of their fellows and to report any derelictions.139 Residents were enrolled to spy on their neighbors.140 Nor could one count on privacy within the bosom of the family: Bernardino of Siena exhorted mothers of daughters to “watch, watch well, watch! Watch over her with her brother, watch over her with her brother-in-law and her cousin; watch over her with however many relatives you have; even with your father you should watch over her.”141

In some cities urban space was reorganized to facilitate such mutual scrutiny.142 Beginning in the thirteenth century Florence supervised the construction of outdoor benches, often in shapes that echoed theatrical seating, helping to turn the city into a stage and residents into a vast and permanent audience.143 Alberti praised the erection of open porticos, claiming that the presence of elders strolling in the portico would restrain wild youths, making them aware that they were being watched.144 And Bernardino made his public sermons occasions for mutual scrutiny, telling a Perugian audience, “I will show you many devils. Turn and look at each other, and then you will see the Devil, for you who do the work of the Devil are yourselves devils.”145 Italian civic processions were organized so that viewers would understand that they too were being viewed.146 In the Lowlands urban dramas often included characters offering sardonic commentary on the dramatic events, reminding the audience of the artificial nature of the spectacle and also of their susceptibility to similar critical scrutiny.147

In sum, in the later medieval city visibility and legibility were all-important: internal spiritual states and moral status were to be externally displayed, and the invisible—whether absent, hidden, or immaterial—was to be visually conjured.148 Urban law sought to regulate and discipline appearance, and urban residents were required to participate in this “scopic regime” by surveilling themselves and one another.

9. Training the Gaze

Art played a powerful role in this scrutinizing society. Medieval urban laws have been described as creating “pictures of order and disorder, virtue and vice, reasonableness and craziness.”149 Later medieval religious art quite literally does the same.150 If all urban residents were to participate in the great endeavor of ordering their city, if they were successfully to observe, judge, and control themselves and others, their gazes as well as their behavior had to be directed and trained. We have seen many tools used in this program: preaching and exhortation, spectacle and pageantry, denunciation and prosecution, humiliation and defacement, even urban planning and architectural design. Images were among the most useful of all tools in promoting proper discernment.151 Jan van Eyck’s painting The Lamb of God took center stage in the tableau vivant created by the town of Ghent to celebrate the entry of Philip the Good in 1458, drawing and schooling the eye even as its perfectly symmetrical groups of rapt worshippers modeled ideal comportment for the townspeople and proclaimed the town’s devotion to the duke.152 The Confraternity of the Holy Blood in Bruges expressed its dedication to Christ’s lineage by commissioning a painting of the Tree of Jesse from Petrus Christus and then annually parading it through the city.153 Sculptures and paintings were placed strategically along town streets, and the reactions of passersby to these images were taken as gauges of piety.154 Altars and images were erected on battlefields to reorder the moral horizon of conquered territory and hung on city walls to sanctify them and the city they enclosed.155 Images of saints taught what was beautiful; depictions of sinners, criminals, infidels, and enemies showed what was to be despised.156 Florentine parents were advised to hang pictures in their homes and teach their children how to look at and pay reverence to them.157 A fifteenth-century Florentine preacher explicitly credited frescoes with expressing and forwarding civic morality.158

Artists were naturally attuned to this urban investment in display. As already noted, they played a central role in its creation—indeed, their livelihoods depended on it. Our images of onlooking (or not-looking) crowds suggest that artists were equally aware—perhaps only intuitively, but more probably, I think, on a conscious level—of the moral and civic importance assigned urban observers. The artistic techniques surveyed in this chapter strongly contribute to the overall project of highlighting and training the moral gaze. Familiar costumes, buildings, and landscapes reminded urban audiences that their own streets and bodies were the objects of scrutiny. Diverse observing crowds underscored the social and public nature of urban life. Direct stares provided startling reminders that the art viewer, too, was watched—by other viewers, by unseen spies, by urban authorities, by overseeing saints, by God. Symbols of iniquity embodied, and so warned against, disorder, vice, and madness; their presence in familiar scenes brought such dangers very close to home. The porousness of painted structures called attention to the possibility of hidden sin and reminded of the presence of hidden watchers.

It is impossible to document the extent to which art viewers registered these artistic techniques or the functions or lessons I have envisioned for them.159 But we can certainly document widespread awareness of the extent to which the behavior of urban viewers was in turn observed and weighed by others and taken as a measure of the city’s worth. Boy actors in confraternal dramas playfully linked audiences’ spiritual quality to their attentiveness: “Be devout and don’t make any noise!”160 The late-fourteenth-century Florentine chronicler Naddo di Ser Nepo di Ser Gallo was vaunting the piety of his city when he noted that twenty-five thousand children, men, and women crowded the streets of Florence and gazed from their houses “in devotion” to see the painted image called “Our Lady of Impruneta” pass by.161 An artistic expression of this concept is Sano di Pietro’s painting of San Bernardino preaching in Siena’s Campo: the impressiveness of the scene derives not from the appearance of the saint himself, who is small, pale, and even insignificant looking, but from the comportment of the crowd, which is preternaturally still, uniform, and attentive.162 In a letter sent to the Emperor Maximilian in 1519, Jan van Coudenberghe lauded the high spiritual level of the city of Mechelen by describing the comportment of residents during a play of the Seven Sorrows of Mary presented in the town’s marketplace. “And although the play lasted five hours,” he wrote, “no one, not adult or child, fidgeted or was unruly or tried to leave, but rather pitied and grieved … and indeed the citizens compelled the actors to perform the spectacle a second time!”163 That is, the idealized residents of Mechelen (for I beg leave to be skeptical about the devoutly undivided attention of the children over the course of five-plus hours) knew how to look; their gazes matched those of the group on the left of Albert van Ouwater’s Raising of Lazarus, not the group on the right. And, I would add, pictures of diverse and distracted crowds, looking at one another looking at—or failing to look at—Christ, saints, infidels, and fellow lookers, not only taught art viewers how to look at one another but also and above all, in a process that anticipated the discipline-inducing self-consciousness instilled by Bentham’s panopticon, reminded them that just as Jan van Coudenberghe observed and assessed the play-viewing residents of Mechelen and Naddo observed and assessed the art-viewing residents of Florence, so various other watchers—neighbors, spies, saints, even artists—were looking at and judging them.164

10. The Jew in the Crowd

This brings us back, finally, to the Jew in the crowd. Readers may have been wondering for some time now: how do Jews figure into this picture of an obsessively surveilling city that I have been painting?165 In this way: just as rulers first and most effectively practiced “modern” methods of governance—the imposition of direct royal law, the extraction of direct taxation, the regulation of residence—on Jews,166 so almost every technique discussed here for ordering external appearance, and teaching subjects how properly to assess it, was also first or at least most effectively tried out on the Jew. The first identifying clothing in European history was (notoriously) imposed on Jews by the Fourth Lateran Council in 1215; this provision was reissued by royal authorities in England, France, and Spain in the thirteenth century and then adopted and elaborated by Italian, Netherlandish, Flemish, and German cities in the fourteenth and, especially, fifteenth century.167 The first medieval physiognomic caricature of an identified individual was a cartoon of a Jew drawn in 1233.168 The participation of Jews in public processions and festivities was from very early on a carefully choreographed aspect of civic ceremony; their pointed and highly “visible” exclusion from some ceremonies beginning in the later fourteenth century were harbingers of more severe and ostentatious forms of exclusion to come.169 The most intensely surveilled people in the late medieval world were Jews who had been forcibly converted to Christianity—faced with a set of people whose commitment to the faith must, in light of its origins, be suspect, church authorities were determined to seek out and eradicate any deviance from prescribed ritual and behavior.170

Just as Jewish policy anticipated broader urban policies of control, marking, and surveillance, so anxieties attached to Jews crystallized and concentrated broader anxieties. The fear of secrecy and hiddenness was most obsessively expressed in regard to Jews.171 As we saw in chapter 5, the very fact that Jews’ outward appearances were not distinct generated accusations of duplicity. The near-countless anti-Jewish libels and allegations of ritual crimes hurled against Jews in the later Middle Ages conjured nightmares of secret conspiracies and clandestine councils. We saw in chapter 6 that the “sanctification” of family and household generated gender-related anxieties; it also directed attention toward (and heightened fear of) Jews, whose religious practices were overwhelmingly household-based and who were increasingly construed as “aliens” in the midst of the Christian community. So, for example, in sixteenth-century Modena the Inquisition gained unannounced access to Jews’ homes in order to check on their domestic conduct.172 [Fig. 12] In fact, the most vivid example I know of an artist using architecture to highlight concern about hidden harm is—not coincidentally—one of the most famous of all anti-Jewish artworks: Paolo Uccello’s 1468 depiction of an alleged host desecration by a Jewish pawnbroker, in which the darkened doorway, windowless chamber, and closed entry underscore a fear of what Jews (and others) do indoors and out of sight.173 (The miracles and acts of devotion all take place out of doors.)
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FIG. 12

Indeed, Jewish secrecy became something of a byword. Jews were feared to possess occult knowledge and to practice occult rites, to wield a secret language, to read secret texts, to communicate through secret channels, and to hide their wealth in secret places.174 A French royal ordinance of around 1360 ordered Jews to wear the pointed hat “according to the custom of Montpellier … that their secrets might be heard and seen.”175 The Hebrew—or more typically, pseudo-Hebrew—lettering decorating the garb of many Jewish characters in Passion images evokes these “occult” aspects of Judaism. Of course, in places like fifteenth-century Iberia, where forced conversions created the phenomenon of the crypto-Jew, or sixteenth-century Italy, where Jews were herded into locked and walled quarters, fear of Jewish secrecy and hypocrisy was intensified by Christians’ own actions and policies. The walls within which Jews were enclosed, beginning with the establishment of the first Jewish ghetto in Venice in 1516, were not just the boundaries to their area of residence. They were explicit expressions of anxiety about unseen deeds: the order establishing the ghetto insisted that its high gates be locked at sunset to prevent the Jews from “going around all night” and presumably committing outrages under the cover of darkness.176 By the later Middle Ages, then, the most tightly regulated and readily identifiable, but paradoxically most feared and suspected, urban residents in many parts of Europe were Jews. Likewise, the artistic characters endowed with the largest and most vivid assembly of iconographic identifiers were Jews. Christians knew what Jews looked like—or what they were supposed to look like—and were determined to keep watch over them. And to watch themselves keeping watch: the sermons that some Italian and Spanish authorities forced Jews to listen to and the humiliating public rituals they were forced to undergo (such as being ritually stoned by an orchestrated mob as part of Holy Week celebrations) were less conversionary tools than theatrical performances through which the city’s Christian character was displayed to spectating Christians.177

This long history of fearing, enforcing, and then policing Jewish appearances explains why, when authorities sought more intensively to regulate Christian appearances, Jews provided visual cues and served as visual touchstones.178 In both art and life Christian renegades were marked with Jewish signs. As we have seen, the clothing imposed on prostitutes, heretics, and other notorious characters, licit and illicit (such as yellow-colored veils, earrings, striped hoods or hose, etc.), was modeled on clothing worn by or at least associated with Jewish women and men. Bernardino of Siena likened the insignia adopted by political factions to the badges imposed on Jews.179 The sumptuary laws regulating behavior at funerals banned the tearing of beards, a practice that was long associated with heroic grief but that in Christian art, and so in the Christian visual imagination, was a gesture particularly associated with Jews.180 Hangmen were required to wear pointed headgear similar to the pointed hats of Jews.181 Particularly nefarious criminals were marked as Jews.182 In 1377 the painting of a treacherous condottiero displayed on the Bargello in Florence depicted him wearing a large miter: Samuel Edgerton calls this a foolscap, but it is more familiar to art historians (and probably to medieval viewers) as a “Jew’s hat.”183 A man accused of treachery in Avignon in 1401 was “mitered” before he was paraded through town on horseback, and in Florence in 1472 a convicted sodomite was likewise made to wear a “miter” as he was marched through the streets.184 A woman charged with witchcraft in Todi in 1428 was led through town “on a donkey with a paper hat on her head”; one strongly suspects that the hat was pointed.185 Leonardo da Vinci records in a contemporary drawing that Bernardo di Bandino Baroncelli, the attempted assassin of Lorenzo de’ Medici, was hanged in the clothes he had worn in Constantinople in order to affiliate his treason with infidelity. [Fig. 13] Although Baroncelli’s wardrobe came from a Muslim land, to late medieval viewers the skull cap, hooked nose, and long robe would have appeared equally Jewish, and in fact Lorenzo appended to a different painting of the assassin the inscription “I am Bernardo Bandini, a new Judas.”186
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FIG. 13

At least one late medieval Christian explicitly articulated how central was the sight of the Jew to his city. In April 1487 a resident of Carpentras, Antonio Arboris, gave a public speech exhorting the pope (the lord of the region) to reverse an order issued earlier that year confining the Jews to a chained-off area on the outskirts of town. He argued that, far from being pushed out of sight, the Jews of Carpentras should mingle among Christians and even accompany them to the Good Friday feast. His reason? He desired that Jews be made visible in the heart of the city so that the “memories of [and emotions spurred by] the Passion of the Redeemer should be sharpened.”187 Whereas for 250 years it had been held essential to Christian honor for the Jews to be hidden during Holy Week festivities, here, at the end of the Middle Ages, for at least one man, the holiest week of the year was incomplete without the sight of the Jews.188
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FIG. 14

This, then, helps explain the role played by the Jew in the painted crowd. If urban residents were to be taught to observe and judge themselves and their neighbors, they needed a standard by which to measure virtue and vice. And they needed regularly to be reminded of the constant process of looking, judging, and being judged that civic life entailed. Including flamboyantly clad Jews and humbly devout saints among the throngs of onlookers in painted tableaux provided the two extreme poles of that standard of measure. But situating such sinners and saints among diverse and ambiguous crowds offers a more pointed lesson, reminding the viewer that such extremes are the exception rather than the rule. And these onlookers’ own often ambiguous gazes, appearances, attitudes, and reactions underscored the wavering and uncertain nature of most human beings. If the hard-hearted and exotically attired Jewish figures on the right of Albert van Ouwater’s Raising of Lazarus represent the far end of a spectrum of vision, sin, and faith, then the peering figures in the center, some of whose garb and gazes echo those of the iniquitous Judeans and one of whom stares directly out toward the viewer, constitute vivid reminders that marking, segregating, and expelling Jews is not tantamount to marking, segregating, and expelling sin. [Fig. 14] This truth is vividly conveyed in the Killing of the Unicorn tapestry of around 1500, a thinly veiled allegory of the Crucifixion of Christ. The rough-faced, grimacing, presumably Jewish killer in striped hose shown in profile view in the upper left clearly embodies evil. But other, presumably non-Jewish figures display many of the same attributes: the purse-lipped woman with the jeweled veil whose profile exactly echoes that of the Christ killer, the heavy-lidded tower watcher whose glance mimics that of the woman who betrayed the unicorn in the previous tapestry, and the scepter-bearing, expressionless lord with the glazed eyes in the center, whose striped hose are identical to those of the Christ killer … all observed by the semiobscured but oddly outsized faces gazing from the tower. Such mixed and peering crowds warn viewers that they must be ever vigilant for the sinners in their midst—and for the evil in their own habits and their hearts. And that their neighbors, like their patron saints and ruling authorities, surely will be watching too.

*   *   *

Patricia Rubin has written that quattrocento Italian paintings “worked to fashion the ideal viewer through a process of invitation and identification.”189 To that I would add that “Jewish” figures in religious paintings worked on the imperfect (i.e., human) viewer by creating a parallel process of recognition and rejection. For four centuries, Jews had helped train the Christian gaze. By looking at Jews in art, Christians had successively learned to value matter, then to look beyond the material world, to recognize sin, to pity suffering, to question outer appearance, to suspect deceit. At the dusk of the Middle Ages and the dawn of modernity, they now helped inculcate in late medieval Christians a heightened self-consciousness, a sharpened sense of their own visibility. Even as they became such significant actors in Christian art, however, Jews had become expendable in Christian life: in the later fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, in city after city across western Europe, living Jews were either concealed behind ghetto walls or forcibly expelled.190 But presumably it mattered little that they could no longer be seen in life, for they could always be seen, and Christians could be seen to see them, in art.191


 

CONCLUSION

It is all too easy to read the path I have traced in this book—from the introduction of a Jewish iconography, to the proliferation of Hebrew and prophetic imagery, through the elaboration of inescapably anti-Jewish visual devices—as a steady progression from positive to neutral to negative portrayals of Jews, spurred by and reflecting growing intolerance in high medieval Christendom. This is far too simple a narrative. We can draw no straight line from young to old, fair to ugly, or good to bad in the medieval representation of the Jew. There are always exceptions, reverses, and even contradictions, and these, too, are part of the tale: an observer at the end of the Middle Ages looking for a portrait of Hebrew wisdom and dignity would have no trouble finding one. I have repeatedly suggested that rather than view depictions of Jews simply through the lens of Jewish-Christian relations, much less of anti-Judaism, we need to situate the medieval artworks examined here within the devotional, intellectual, political, and even legal cultures of medieval Christendom. And that the primary realm in which these images must be understood is, simply, the realm of religious imagery. At almost no point, I believe, did medieval Christian clerics or artists consciously set out to create an anti-Jewish visual repertoire, much less to inspire anti-Jewish violence or retribution. Rather, when they needed to think about how to see and understand the material world, they turned to a figure that had long stood for materialism and fleshly ritual. Artworks that are often read as reflecting a heightened and even “racialized” anti-Judaism are, in the first instance, a byproduct of Christian thinking about whether and how the visible world could be used to learn about and come closer to an invisible God.

But the meaning and power of an artwork does not end with its original inspiration. The images we have seen appeared on material objects and in physical monuments made in and for a complex society. Though created to serve specific purposes, they were viewed, internalized, reimagined, and reused by a dynamic public. This process eventually affected broader Christian ideas, including perceptions of actual Jews, and influenced the subsequent history of Jewish-Christian relations: many of the representational changes anticipate later attitudes and restrictions. Distinguishing clothing appeared on Jews in art many decades before it was finally imposed in law. The assignment of specific features to the hostile Jew preceded and may well have encouraged the development of a science of physiognomy. The stereotyping in art of Jewish men and, eventually, Jewish women paved the way for the visual stigmatization of another despised group—witches.1 And by the end of the Middle Ages the punishing judicial fire depicted on the Stavelot Triptych became all too real. These pictures, then, became part of the history of the medieval West—they acted upon their makers and viewers as much as, or perhaps more than, they reflected preexisting ideas of their makers and viewers.2 The irony, or perhaps tragedy, of this story is that images made specifically to condemn imperfect sight were themselves misunderstood by their viewers. Although the main goal of Christian art was to help sharpen Christians’ moral perception and cleanse Christians of sin, this, of course, was never fully achieved. Instead, the gradual emergence of the Jew as sign and witness in medieval Christian art paralleled—even helped cause—the gradual disappearance of the Jew as sign and witness from the medieval Christian West.

Does recovering the largely internal theological and pastoral concerns underlying images that, intentionally or not, came to be seen as indicting Jews somehow mitigate their damaging effects? Obviously not. But that does not mean that the task is not worth doing. Like any other scholar, I cling tenaciously to the belief that knowledge leads to understanding. The processes that led to the formation of anti-Jewish stereotypes, as of most forms of visual ethnic categorization, are extremely complex. It is not good enough to dismiss the troubling images by saying “they were always like that.” They have not always been like that. So if this journey through the history of the medieval representation of the Jew will do little to absolve medieval Christendom of the charge of anti-Semitism, perhaps it will help lay to rest a few other persistent idées fixes—that anti-Semitism, “the longest hatred,” was somehow static and unchanging, that religious or ethnic hatred is inevitable, and that pictures merely reflect the world around them. None of these assertions is true. Neighborliness can turn to toleration, toleration to suspicion, and suspicion to hatred … or, in the right circumstances and with a little luck, suspicion and hatred can even transform back into toleration or even friendship again. And pictures have a powerful role to play in that process. Whenever we create images of a stranger, alien, foreigner, or even the unknown person across the street, we should bear in mind that we are also creating an image of ourselves. Let us hope that we will like what we see when we look in that mirror.
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CONCLUSION
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