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INTRODUCTION 
 

IMAGING INWARDNESS: THE INTIMATE AESTHETICS OF EARLY 
NETHERLANDISH PAINTING 

 
 

 

In his magnum opus of 1953, Erwin Panofsky distilled the distinctive features of Early Netherlandish 

Painting by opening the book with a comparative analysis of the two towering contemporary schools of 

early Renaissance painting, the Italian and the Flemish. Both schools demonstrated novel ways of 

handling spatial depth, but they did so quite differently. The Flemish representation of space is, 

according to Panofsky, characterized by the ‘sense of intimacy’ it evokes in the beholder, whereas the 

‘more formalistic’ style of the Italians keeps the viewer ‘at a distance from the event.’1 In Panofsky’s 

view, the Flemings were masters at making the beholder feel ‘included in the very room’ of the picture 

and at creating a sense of closeness to the figures. In an analysis of Jan van Eyck’s Virgin and Child with 

Canon van der Paele, which portrays the canon in a small church space kneeling next to the enthroned 

Virgin and Child, Panofsky calls attention to the intimating effects of the spatial composition: ‘Jan 

includes us within the boundaries staked out by the columns and thereby draws us, quite literally, into 

the circle of the sacra conversazione; and the carpet spread over the steps of the Virgin’s throne, cut off as 

it is by the lower frame, seems to extend to the very tips of our shoes’ (ill. 1).2 These intimating effects 

are further enhanced by the painter’s particular handling of light and attention to surface reflections, 

creating ‘ardently admired’ textural effects such as those ‘reflexes on brass and crystal, that sheen on 

velvet or fur, that subdued luster of wool or seasoned wood’ that awakens our eyes’ sense of touch.3 

Overall, Panofsky continues, ‘this sense of intimacy is deepened by that worshipful respect for the 

particular which makes the picture a little world inexhaustibly rich, complete in itself and irreplaceably 

unique.’4  

The Flemish painters, in other words, paid as much attention to showing the word of 

man as they did to showing the creation of God. However, the Italians used light and shadow to model 

volumes and to ‘clarify their relative positions’ in space, resulting in the space becoming a self-enclosed 

unit that ‘places us before rather than within the picture space.’ Thus, Italian donor portraits are set in 

soaring, majestic basilicas as opposed to the small, semi-circular church space of van Eyck’s painting 

                                                
1 Erwin Panofsky, Early Netherlandish Painting: Its Origin and Character (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1953), p. 8. 
2 Ibid. 
3 Ibid., p. 7. 
4 Ibid., p. 8. 
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(ill. 2). This composition situates the Italian donor at a remove from the other saints, whereas Canon 

van der Paele is ‘included in [the] community’ of saints.5 

 

 
1. Jan van Eyck, The Virgin and Child with Canon van der Paele, 1434–1436, oil on wood, Groeningemuseum. 

 

Furthermore, Panofsky stresses the difference in psychological approach when he points to the 

‘peculiar piety which seemed to distinguish the intent of Flemish painting’ from the humanistic 

inventions in Italy. In the Low Countries, new techniques in oil painting presented a high degree of 

detail in the faces of praying donors or emotionally affected witnesses to Christ’s Passion, adding 

inwardness to their appearance. This sense of interiority was pioneered by the Flemish painters and 

eventually became a source of inspiration for the Italian painters as well. However, the man who would 

                                                
5 Ibid., pp. 7–8. 
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later become the most famous Italian Renaissance painter kept his reserve when it came to praising 

their skills: 

 

Flemish painting will, generally speaking, please the devout better than any painting in 

Italy, which will never cause him to shed a tear, whereas that of Flanders will cause him 

to shed many; and that not through the vigor and goodness of the painting but owing to 

the goodness of the devout person. It will appeal to women, especially to the very old 

and the very young, and also to monks and nuns and to certain noblemen who have no 

sense of true harmony.6 

 

So, Michelangelo articulated what he considered 

to be the faults and deficiencies of his Flemish 

colleagues; a quote to which Panofsky also 

called attention when considering the 

differences between the two schools and which 

– leaving all bias aside – is quite instructive in 

helping us to understand the peculiarity of the 

Flemish style. Quite rightly, their paintings 

meant to touch the viewer, and they did so using 

rather different means than those of harmony. 

These means are the central focus of this 

dissertation. 

 

Panofsky’s ‘big Flemish book’ was 

groundbreaking in bringing Early Netherlandish 

Painting out of the firm grip of the 

connoisseur’s claws and into the realm of 

iconographical and historical analysis.7 His aim 

was to explain how and why this ‘sense of 

                                                
6 Francisco de Hollanda, On Antique Painting, book II, dialogue I, trans. Alice Sedgwick Wohl (Pennylvania: Pennsylvania 
University Press, 2013) pp. 179–80 (I think these are the right page numbers, but unfortunately the book is in the Royal 
Library to which I have no access currently.) 
7 The grand connoisseur of the field is of course Max Friedländer, whose magnum opus was also titled Early Netherlandish 
Painting. This work amounted to fourteen volumes, which were published between 1924 and 1937.  

2. 1 Piero della Francesca, Brera Altarpiece, 1472-1474, tempera 
on panel, Pinacoteca di Brera. 
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intimacy’ that was so characteristic of the Flemish style was developed and executed. Although 

Panofsky’s interpretational method and pictorial analyses have been criticized, expanded upon, 

adjusted, and replaced by more recent research, in many ways his book mapped out the scope of 

interest in this field of art history over the following decades.8 Many subsequent studies that have 

become central to our present-day understanding of the images by Jan van Eyck, Rogier van der 

Weyden, Robert Campin, Petrus Christus, Hans Memling, Dirk Bouts, and so on revolve around 

discussions of the themes of Panofsky’s Early Netherlandish Painting, such as the advent of naturalism, 

the play between reality and the sacral, the meaning of pious facial expressions, and the symbolic 

significance of the medium of oil painting.9 Commonly, these studies frequently employ the word 

‘intimate’ to describe the animated inwardness of the figures, the atmosphere of the pictorial space, and 

the relationship with the viewer that these effects seek to establish.10  

While the word ‘intimate’ is consistently used as a positive predicate throughout studies 

of Flemish pictorial culture, a more thorough study of how ‘intimacy’ applies to this period and region 

is rarely at the forefront of their inquiry. This dissertation proposes to call attention to the notion of the 

intimate and to employ it as an apt and highly pertinent description of the characteristics of the highly 

praised illuminations and paintings that are its subject. In other words, ‘intimacy’ and ‘the intimate’ will 

be the key terms of the following exploration of the style of the Flemish painters. I will therefore ask: 

How exactly are we to understand these paintings as intimate? In what way do they move closer to the 

spectator than art produced in earlier periods? And how can we think of intimate effects in visual 

representation, when at the time at which the paintings were produced, ‘intimacy’ was not yet a well-

defined noun, but rather an adjective that designated something beyond visible representation: the 

inmost space of a person’s soul?11  

This specific focus on the intimate settings and intimate appeal of the paintings of the 

period will permit this dissertation to offer new interpretations of and perspectives on some of the 

typical and prominent motifs of the Flemish primitives. These motifs include donor portraits and 

devotional diptychs as well as paintings of the Virgin and Child and the Man of Sorrows. This 

                                                
8 Susie Nash, ‘Erwin Panofsky’s Early Netherlandish Painting: Its Origins and Character, 1953’ in The Books that Shaped Art 
History, ed. Richard Shone and John-Paul Stonard (London: Thames and Hudson, 2013): 89–91. 
9 Even though Panofsky’s perspectives are contested, his questions echo in, amongst others: Hans Belting and Christiane 
Kruse, Die Erfindung des Gemäldes – das erste Jahrhundert der niederländischen Malerei (Munich: Hirmer Verlag, 1994), Sixten 
Ringbom, Icon to Narrative: The Rise of the Dramatic Close-up in Fifteenth-Century Devotional Painting (Åbo: Acta Academiae 
Aboensis, 1965), Craig Harbison, Jan van Eyck: The Play of Realism, 2nd rev. ed. (London: Reaktion Books, 2011), Bret L. 
Rothstein, Sight and Spirituality in Early Netherlandish Painting (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), James Marrow, 
Passion Iconography in Northern European Art of the Late Middle Ages and Early Renaissance: A Study of the Transformation of Sacred 
Metaphor into Descriptive Narrative (Belgium: Van Ghemmert Publ., 1979), and more, which will be discussed below. 
10 This will be demonstrated and discussed in chapter 1. 
11 Merriam Webster, s.v. ‘intimacy (n.)’ Accessed March 3rd 2020, https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/intimacy.  
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dissertation’s focus, in other words, is primarily on the private devotional image, the Andachtsbild, which 

is addressed to a singular viewer (ideally, if not literally) and which presents a scene for meditation 

rather than enacting ceremonial purposes.12 The empirical material of this investigation is above all 

images by fifteenth-century Netherlandish artists; mainly paintings and book illuminations and hence 

images that are of a small format, which situates the viewer close to the picture and which thus creates 

an exclusive space between the viewer and the image. This connection between viewer and devotional 

image, which is of a different nature to the relationship that a ‘viewer’ can have to an object or a small 

devotional sculpture, is what I am interested in analyzing. The analyses of images will draw on 

theological, mystical, and scholarly texts – from Augustine to Bernard of Clairvaux and Geert Groote – 

though the investigation seeks to bring to light how the pictures constitute an intimate aesthetic before 

anything else. 

 

Intimacy is usually envisaged as a privileged kind of close relationship. We think of our intimate 

relationships as familial or amorous; in other words, people we get close to through touch. How, then, 

can images be called ‘intimate’ when we cannot touch them and when we are forced to distance 

ourselves from them in order to see them? And how, then, can the paintings of the Northern 

Renaissance, which present themselves to sight to a still greater degree in that their pictures encompass 

a whole new kind of deep space – a virtual space – of landscapes and interiors, be said to evoke a ‘sense 

of intimacy’? 

The premise of framing these paintings in accordance with their intimate effect exposes 

an inherent paradox of the mode of representation specific to two-dimensional paintings: the more 

virtual an image gets, the more it appeals exclusively to sight. And the more it appeals to sight, the 

more it is removed from the body. As it is, sight is a distant sense, unlike touch or taste, which are in 

direct contact with the sensed object. Hence, the issue when discussing intimate pictures is 

interrogating how images breach the distance between the eye and the picture surface.  

 

The Notion of Intimacy 

Typically, the notion of intimacy in scholarly accounts of Early Netherlandish Painting signifies that 

proximity to the image had a favorable, yet indeterminate appeal, as in Panofsky’s ‘sense of intimacy’ or 

Sixten Ringbom’s use of the term ‘intimate quality.’13 In this dissertation, the notion of ‘intimacy’ and 

                                                
12 I am phrasing this slightly vaguely, because motifs do not necessarily guarantee of a picture’s function. I will touch upon 
this problem later. 
13 Panofsky, Early Netherlandish Painting, p. 8; Ringbom, Icon to Narrative, p. 48. 
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‘the intimate’ is employed in order to elucidate how that indeterminacy is precisely what fifteenth-

century Netherlandish painters began to employ and represent in novel ways.  

However, despite what is indicated by Ringbom and Panofsky, intimacy is not something to be 

measured spatially; it cannot be defined by measuring the distance or nearness between two entities in 

space. Rather – if we give it a more precise meaning than is found in its usual colloquial employment – 

the intimate marks an interior space. The word stems from the Latin intimus, the superlative degree of the 

word intra, meaning ‘inside.’ Hence, intimus is what is ‘most inside,’ or, as we say, ‘inmost.’14 The Latin 

‘intimare,’ which denotes a movement, the movement of ‘getting closer’ or of ‘making oneself familiar’ 

with what is not immediately accessible, is derived from this root. Today, this sense of the word is 

found in English in the verb ‘to intimate,’ which means ‘to make known’ as well as ‘to imply or hint.’  

In medieval theological language, ‘intimate’ was employed in descriptions of the ideal relationship 

between the devout and Christ. The believer was urged by religious authorities, mystics, or preachers to 

carve out an inner space in which to meet with God. Withdrawing from the temptations of the 

sensuous world, one’s relationship to Christ should be of an inward character, where the believer’s soul 

would meet with God in the ‘heart’s chamber.’ St. Augustine (354-430), whose Confessions contributed 

greatly to the dissemination of the discourse of inwardness and inner devotion, urged the faithful to let 

Christ reside in the inmost part of the heart, knowing how difficult the task was: ‘He is in our inmost 

heart (intimus cordi est), but our hearts have strayed from him. Return to your heart, and hold fast to him 

who made you.’15   

In Bernard of Clairvaux’s (1090-1153) On on the Song of Songs, which was a widely 

paraphrased line of sermons reiterated in Netherlandish meditational treatises and mystical texts in the 

1300s and 1400s, we hear Bernard underscore the importance of keeping one’s heart and mind open to 

the unexpected visits that Christ may pay to one’s soul. Bernard asks the faithful to be ‘vigilant and 

careful about the work of salvation ceaselessly performed in our inmost being (in intimo nostri) with all 

the skill and spirit of the Holy Spirit’s artistry.’16 In a similar vein, the popular meditational manual The 

Imitation of Christ, written in the early fifteenth century, would exclaim – emulating the voice of the 
                                                
14 Merriam Webster, s.v. ‘inmost (n.)’, accessed March 3rd 2020, https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/inmost 
15 Augustine, Confessions, book IV, chap. XII. All English quotations of The Confessions come from St. Augustine – Confessions, 
trans. Benignus O’Rourke (London: Darton, Longman & Todd Ltd, 2013). ‘Ipse fecit haec et non est longe. non enim fecit 
atque abiit, sed ex illo in illo sunt. ecce ubi est, ubi sapit veritas: intimus cordi est, sed cor erravit ab eo. redite, 
praevaricatores, ad cor et inhaerete illi qui fecit vos. state cum eo et stabitis, requiescite in eo et quieti eritis. quo itis in 
aspera?’ All Latin quotations from the Confessions come from St. Augustine’s Confessions, trans. W. Watts (Latin and English 
version) (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1950). 
16 Bernard of Clairvaux, On the Song of Songs (Sermones super Cantica Canticorum), vol. 1, 17:2, in The Works of Bernard of Clairvaux, 
Cistercian Father Series, trans. Killian Walsh (Kalamazoo, Mich: Cistercian Publications, 1971/1996), pp. BOOK IN OFFICE 
(‘In figura contigit hoc illis, scriptum est autem propter nos. Vigiles esse et solliciti circa opus nostrae salutis (quod mira 
subtilitate ac suavitate divinae suae artis incessanter actitat Spiritus in intimo nostri) prophetico docemur et monemur 
exemplo.’) 
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reader – that ‘I yearn to enjoy thee intimately (desidero te intime frui), but I cannot attain unto it. I long to 

cleave to heavenly things, but temporal things and unmortified passions press me down.’17  

Hence, discussions of intimacy in the late-medieval and early Renaissance era involve an 

inner experience that was much coveted of the devout. How could such an invisible, intangible 

experience be represented? How could sight access the inmost soul? In order to display the inmost of a 

given body, it must be opened, but once that is done, the interiority of that given body is lost – and so 

is the intimacy. The representation of intimacy poses a challenge for visual artists and demands certain 

measures in order to evoke that ‘sense of intimacy’ that Panofsky so revered. This dissertation is first 

and foremost occupied with how the ‘inmost devotion’ that is so important to Christian culture is both 

evoked for the viewer and encourages the viewer in paintings from the fifteenth century. As I see it, the 

Netherlandish artists created new ways of representing the intimate and hence presented innovative 

pictorial solutions to the challenge posed by Christianity’s rhetoric of intimacy.  

 

Two Kinds of Intimacy 

To begin with, let us briefly compare a late medieval representation of a devotee’s inmost chamber of 

the heart and a naturalistic painting from the early sixteenth century with a similar theme.  

In manuscript illuminations that follow a fantastical, symbolic mode of representation, an inwardly 

directed experience could – as in this example, for instance – be depicted through a representation of 

the soul’s inmost chamber as an enlarged habitable heart, where the devout soul welcomes the spirit of 

Christ, as seen in this illustration from (ill. 3).18 Evidently, this illuminator broke with the laws of the 

natural world in order to mediate a visible account of the otherwise invisible interior of the believer, 

with the soul of the believer here symbolized by a heart.  

When looking to the early sixteenth century, we can see that there had been a radical 

shift. Here, a completely different and much more subtle way of representing a faithful figure’s inward 

experience is taking place. In Michel Sittow’s portrait of Diego de Guevara from ca. 1515, the viewer 

only encounters a man, who is dressed in elegant clothes and staring straight ahead with a seemingly 

unfocused gaze while resting his left hand on a ledge and drawing his right hand towards his heart (ill. 

4). This portrait belongs with a second painting, a portrait of the Virgin and Child, who are the focus of 

Guevara’s stare. The edge of the ledge in Guevara’s painting is the same ledge on which the Christ 

Child is presented to the viewer; hence, at one and the same time, Guevara finds himself sharing the 

                                                
17 Thomas Kempis, Imitations of Christ, book III, chap. 48:4., trans. Edward E. Pusey (New York: P.F. Collier and Son, 1909), 
pp. BOOK IN OFFICE (‘Desidero te intime frui, sed nequeo apprehendere. Opto inhærere cælestibus, sed deprimunt res 
temporales, et immortificatæ passiones.’) 
18 The picture is in a book (Jeffrey Chips Smith’s The Northern Renaissance) in my office, to which I have no access. 
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space with the holy figures while also being separated from them. The spatial ambiguity makes it 

difficult to conclude what kind of scenery the diptych is presenting us with: it makes us uncertain as to 

whether Guevara is represented as if he is in the presence of the Virgin and Child or whether what we 

see is a representation of his vision of them in the inmost of his being, his heart.19  

This devotional diptych is a clear example of how the picturing of inwardness and the 

intimate relationship with Christ and the Virgin Mary underwent a radical change over the course of the 

fifteenth century. Instead of displaying the heart as an organ, Sittow subtly makes his subject point 

towards it with his fingers; that is, beneath the surface of his clothes and skin. The surface, in other 

words, is preserved, and what lies beneath is only alluded to through a hand gesture.   

 
4. Michel Sittow, Diptych with Virgin and Child and Diego de Guevara, ca. 1515–1518, oil on wood, Gemäldegalerie and National 
Gallery of Art, Washington. 

 

This effect of subtle gestures and allusions was precisely what was developed by the Northern painters 

of the early Renaissance. As is the case with visual representation, certain measures must be respected if 

the visualization of a figure’s invisible interior – which does not open up the body – is to be put to 

                                                
19 This question will be dealt with in more detail in chapter 3. 



 14 

effect. Above all, the task demands that the pictorial 

representation preserves the surface of the figure, which 

means that the painter can only refer indirectly to the 

interior that the figure is hiding. This requires the picture 

to produce a dialectic representation that partly shows 

and partly obscures its motif. Now, this type of dialectic 

visualization is precisely what was brought about by 

fifteenth-century painters, while their skills in spatial 

composition, figure modeling, and the depiction of 

surface textures advanced and emulated the appearance 

of the sensuous world to a still larger degree. The more 

they were able to show, the more they were also able to 

hide.  

 This is clear when we look to the 

depictions of readers. A comparison of a fourteenth-

century illumination from a prayer book with a painting 

by Rogier van der Weyden provides a clear example of 

the difference in representational models. The 

fourteenth-century illumination shows the owner of the prayer book, a wealthy female donor, kneeling 

in front of a young Virgin Mary, who holds an open book in her hand while being educated by Anna 

(ill. 5). What is relevant to our study here is that the book in the Virgin Mary’s hand is laid out open to 

the viewer, revealing the two pages in full. When we turn to Rogier’s depiction of a reading Mary 

Magdalene (a detail from a larger and now lost Sacra Conversazione), the book in Mary Magdalene’s hands 

no longer displays the content to the viewer, but excludes them by showing only the right-hand page, 

while the other is not visible at all as it is drawn in towards her (ill. 6). Furthermore, Rogier has lowered 

Mary Magdalene’s eyelids and directs her gaze and posture inwards towards the pages so as to bring 

about a sense of an inward act of reading. The ‘sense of intimacy’ is in this case the ‘sense of 

inwardness’; namely, the subtle sense of an inner movement or inner activity that is only alluded to, but 

never explicitly shown.  

 

This dissertation will use this kind of inwardness as its definition of intimacy. As visual artists and 

painters of the fifteenth century were beginning to imitate the appearance of the natural world, but 

were still subject to a religious paradigm, they created new ways of mediating the ‘inmost being’ of the 

5. Psalterium ad usum ecclesiae Sarisburiensis, MS 
Latin 765, folio 7r, 14th c., Bibliothèque Nationale. 
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believer. An investigation of the intimate aesthetic will thus examine the significance of these new 

pictorial solutions that only ‘hint at’ or indirectly refer to what lies beneath the surface when seeking to 

represent the treasured ‘inner experience’ of devotion.20 These pictorial features will be one of the key 

topics of this dissertation. 

 

 
6. Rogier van der Weyden, The Magdalen Reading (detail from an unknown Sacra Conversazione), before 1438, oil on wood, 
National Gallery, London. 

 
Internalization and the Intimate Address 

While one focal point of this dissertation is the visual codes for representing inwardness that emerged 

in the paintings of van Eyck, van der Weyden, and their successors, its second strand will focus on the 

intimate address of Early Netherlandish Painting, which had developed over the course of the fourteenth 

century and which then came to remarkable fruition in the late fifteenth- and early sixteenth-century 

                                                
20 The sense of inwardness is precisely that which is only hinted at, not that which is vividly expressed. Hence, although the 
figures that display emotion (with tears or distorted features) can also be said to reveal their interior to the viewer, they are 
excluded from this investigation because they express it, leaving no room for indeterminacy. 
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Netherlands, in both paintings and illuminations. By the term ‘intimate address,’ I mean pictures that 

the viewer is invited, or intended, to internalize.  

 Thus, the present study of the intimate aesthetics of Early Netherlandish Painting is 

divided into two main tracks. The first focal point concerns representations of devout figures and 

pictorial allusions to inwardness, while the second is concerned with how the pictures intimately 

address themselves to the devout viewer. In this case, the intimacy is to be taken more literally, as it 

regards pictures that turn to the viewer with an invitation to absorb what they offer into his or her 

‘inmost being.’ One such intimate address is 

embodied in Dieric Bouts’s small devotional 

panel painting The Virgin and Child from ca. 1465 

(ill. 7.).  

 The mother and son are presented 

to the viewer as if in the middle of a routine act 

of nursing; the Virgin bares her breast and holds 

her son close to her, as if encouraging him to 

suckle, while the naked baby Jesus looks out 

smilingly towards the viewer, seemingly 

distracted by the viewer’s presence. The scene 

takes place at a windowsill; the Virgin has 

perched the Christ Child on its slightly tilted 

ledge, which is painted with such attention to its 

illusionistic appearance that it is as if it is 

reaching into the viewer’s space. Behind the 

Virgin, there is a second window frame to the 

left that opens onto a land and cityscape in the 

far background. Besides the royal symbolism of 

the sumptuous pink and gold honorary cloth 

that covers the right wall of the small room and the embroidered cushion on which the Christ Child is 

seated, nothing in the painting positions the spectator at a remove from the motif: the landscape 

background and the humble stone sill that opens onto the viewer’s space make up a recognizable 

environment for the fifteenth-century spectator and also create the effect of being in the presence of 

7. Dirk Bouts, The Virgin and Child, ca. 1465, oil with egg 
tempera on wood, National Gallery, London. 
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the Holy Mother of God and her son.21 As such, the painting complies with the development of the 

late medieval Andachtsbild, which functioned as an instrument of private devotion and which had a 

considerable influence on the style and iconography of Flemish paintings, as will be discussed later on.22 

However, it goes beyond a simple evocation of what has already been a much-discussed topic in art 

history, a sense of the presence of the Holy Mother and son at a simple windowsill; it also invites a 

certain participation from the faithful viewer. On a second look, we may notice that the Virgin’s breast 

is bared not only for the Christ Child to suckle on, but also – and presumably even more so – for the 

sake of the viewer. The careful v-shaped fingers that frame the nipple (which is centralized in the 

composition) and direct it outwards towards the 

viewer seem to gesture that her milk is being 

offered up for the viewer to consume as well. 

Such exposures of the Virgin’s nipple and breast 

are numerous in early Netherlandish Virgin and 

Child paintings and, as has been commented on 

elsewhere, the Netherlandish painters were less 

inhibited when it came to representing the 

Virgin’s bared breast than their Italian 

colleagues. 23  In the Firescreen Madonna, which 

display a very homely scene of the Virgin with her 

child on her knee, the viewer is again presented 

with a bare-breasted Virgin, whose nipple is 

directed outwards towards the viewer, and when 

looking closely, we can even see the nipple exude 

a tiny drop of milk (ill. 8).  

 

 

 

Paintings such as these create more than a sense of being in the presence of the Holy Mother and Son; 

they invite the viewer to imagine ingesting what is being offered. And in this sense, their appeal and 

                                                
21 The effect of presence is a much-debated topic in scholarly literature on devotional imagery from the late Middle Ages 
and early Renaissance in the visual culture of both the Eastern and the Western Church, which we will discuss further 
below. 
22 The category of the Andachtsbild and late medieval devotional culture will be treated in more detail in chapter 1. 
23 Jutta Sperling, ‘Address, Desire, Lactation: On Some Gender-bending Images of the “Virgin and Child” by Jan Gossaert’ 
in Wallraf-Richartz-Jahrbuch LXXVI, 2015: 55 

8. Follower of Robert Campin, The Virgin and Child before a 
Firescreen, ca. 1440, oil with egg tempera on wood, National 
Gallery, London. 
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address to the viewer is of an intimate character; intimate because they offer the possibility of 

absorption – metaphorically speaking – into the inmost of the viewer’s being. It is important to clarify 

that the paintings do not invite the viewer to literally take a bite of the panel, but rather that they 

encourage them to imagine suckling on the Virgin’s breast and being nourished by her milk. The gesture 

of appealing directly to the viewer and of offering up the Virgin’s milk for consumption is, as I see it 

and as I will unfold in the chapter on consumption motifs, an innovative pictorial solution to the 

imperative of internalization that pervaded the discourse of spiritual experience and devotion in the late 

Middle Ages. As I will elaborate in that chapter, I see these paintings as a first example of a prototypical 

phantasmatic appeal, in the sense that they create a 

purely phantasmatic pictorial language that is 

presented to the imagination of the body more 

than the to the body itself. 

 During the late fifteenth and early 

sixteenth centuries, flowers and food began to 

crop up in Virgin and Child motifs. Displayed in 

the foreground, often on a parapet like the one on 

which Christ sits in Bouts’s painting mentioned 

above, little arrangements of fruits and flowers 

and glasses of wine make up a meal presented 

right at the edge of the picture space, as seen in 

The Holy Family by Joos van Cleve (ill. 9). Again, 

the painting presents nourishment to the viewer, 

and it does so in a way that seems to offer the food 

and drink to the viewer’s eyes, seemingly wanting 

to reach into the space beyond the picture surface. 

Such additions to the Virgin and Child scene 

became more common during the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries, both in Italy and in the 

Netherlands. The Netherlandish painters, however, excelled in making the food appear illusionistic and 

in staging it in a more quotidian manner than their Italian colleagues were to manage (indicating that 

the tension between the ordinary and the sacred was used to particular effect in Northern Europe). 

Therefore, Virgin and Child paintings with food motifs and illuminations with marginal decorations of 

9. Joos van Cleve, The Holy Family, 1512–1513, oil on wood, 
Metropolitan Museum of Art. 
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food make up another type of intimate imagery that will 

be examined more closely in the chapter on 

consumption motifs.  

 

This ‘intimate address’ does not limit itself to paintings 

of the Virgin and Child, but can also be seen in images 

of the Man of Sorrows. In Meister Francke’s version, 

we see the agonized Christ framing his side wound with 

a pincer grip, while he is wrapped in cloth, lifted and 

held out towards the viewer by a pair of angels, a 

gesture that mimics the Elevation of the Host at mass 

and thus a gesture that similarly invites the viewer to 

take in what is presented (ill. 10).24 The sight of the host 

at mass became increasingly important during the 

thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, and theological 

theories about ingesting the host through sight had a 

widespread influence on devotional practice and 

rhetoric throughout the following centuries.25 On the whole, the meaning and function of the Eucharist 

ritual underwent radical changes during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, as it shifted from being 

more of a social ritual to become a ritual for the individual – important changes that also had a 

significant impact on the visual arts at the time. These circumstances will be discussed further in 

chapter 2.  

 

The Significance of the Virtual Image 

As such, the two main interests of this dissertation are the representation of inwardness found in both donor 

portraits and portraits of readers and the intimate appeal found in images that offer the beholder sources 

of nourishment, such as milk, blood, or fruit and wine. It can be said that there is an overlap between 

inwardness and intimacy in these two kinds of images: the first evokes a sense of absence (as the 
                                                
24 Hans Belting, Das Bild und sein Publikum im Mittelalter: Form und Funktion früher Bildtafeln der Passion (Berlin: Gebr. Mann, 
1981); Michael Camille, ‘Mimetic Identification and Passion Devotion in the Later Middle Ages: A Double-Sided Panel by 
Meister Francke’ in The Broken Body: Passion Devotion in Late-Medieval Culture, ed. A.A. MacDonald, Bernard Ridderbos and 
Rita Schlusemann (Groningen: Egbert Forster, 1998), pp. 183-210. 
25 See Édouard Dumoutet, Le désir du voir l’hostie et les origines de la dévotion au Saint-Sacrement (Paris: G. Beauschesne, 1926); 
Miri Rubin, Corpus Christi: The Eucharist in Late Medieval Culture (Cambridge/New York: Cambridge University Press, 1991), 
pp. BOOK IN OFFICE, Stephen Perkinson, The Likeness of the King: A Prehistory of Portraiture in Late Medieval France 
(Chicago/London: Chicago University Press, 2009), p. 81. 

10. Meister Francke, Man of Sorrows, ca. 1420, tempera 
on oak, Museum der bildenden Künste. 
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figures’ attention is drawn inward) and the second evokes a sense of presence (bridging the viewer’s 

space with that of the picture). Both types of image appeal to the eye’s curiosity and appetite, the latter 

more overtly than the former, and thus both image types feed the imagination. The topic of intimacy, 

in other words, is an investigation into the significance of a particular kind of devotional image, which 

prioritizes the eyes before any of the other senses. This may seem a superfluous statement, because 

don’t all images prioritize the eyes? Perhaps, but in a way that is very different to the modern view. 

Before the early Renaissance in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, images were principally bodies 

rather than virtual screens.  

The predominant pictorial medium in the Middle Ages was the sculpture or relief, and 

the represented figure – made of clay, limestone, or wood – was perceived as something akin to a 

body.26 The sculpture’s material substance possessed a certain power once it took the shape of a figure, 

and this material substance was what embodied the captivating force of the representation. Hence, this 

meant that the image’s power – for instance, the power of the saint it represented – could be 

transferred to the viewer not only through sight, but also via touching the sculpture’s ‘skin’ or 

consuming its material substance, the latter being a practice that has been exercised in cultures for 

thousands of years, including during the Western Middle Ages.27 Before the Renaissance, it had for a 

long time been common practice for people to break or scrape off pieces of statues, reliefs, or frescoes 

in order to liquefy and drink them to gain the (healing) powers of the represented figure. Naturally, the 

sculpture was also meant to be seen, but before the illuminations and oil paintings of the fifteenth 

century began to invent an illusionistic, virtual pictorial language, visual media addressed the senses of 

touch and taste as much as that of sight.28  

With illuminations and especially oil painting, a different kind of pictorial logic emerges, 

as is evident in the paintings mentioned above and which will be discussed in more detail in the 

following chapters. These two-dimensional pictures are primarily aimed at the sense of sight and 

address it as an amalgam of senses, in the sense that they aim to stimulate sight’s bodily sense of space, 

its sense of touch and taste and its desire to devour what it sees. This virtual sensory experience is 

paramount to understanding the characteristics of Early Netherlandish Painting. 

Hence, what I am attempting to trace is the development and significance of the virtual 

visualizations that veer off from a long tradition of embodied and animated (sculptural) representation 

and instead steer in the direction of a visual style that to a gradually increasing degree attempts to 

                                                
26 Caroline Walker Bynum, Holy Feast and Holy Fast: The Religious Significance of Food to Medieval Women (Los Angeles: University 
of California Press, 1988), p. 150. 
27 Jérémie Koering, Des Images que l’on mange, unpublished manuscript. 
28 Caroline Walker Bynum, ‘’ in ‘Notes from the Field: Materiality’ in The Art Bulletin, 95, no.1., 2013: 12–13. 
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imitate and reproduce inner images; that is, images of what sensation looks like to the mind. Hence, these 

new paintings and illuminations are less about the coordination between hand, lips, and eye, as would 

be the case when the images were touched and kissed (and sometimes also pulverized and ingested), 

and more about the viewer’s coordination between the mind and the eye. This is not to claim that an 

irreversible shift occurred in the fifteenth century from which point no one ever touched or kissed 

images again. People still kiss and rub pictures and sculptures to this day, and images still appeal to us 

as if they were animated bodies. Nonetheless, what I wish to suggest and concentrate on is that a new 

image type, a new kind of visual signifier, is produced in paintings and illuminations in the fifteenth 

century which presents viewers with a new pictorial power, a power that has still not disappeared from 

our culture. Today, this pictorial power manifests itself in the screens of cinema, television, computer 

games, and virtual reality – and it is a power that is able to possess and manipulate its viewer’s 

imagination by replicating sensory experience as it appears for ‘the inner senses,’ as they were called in 

the Middle Ages, and ‘the mind,’ as we say today. Moreover, by using fifteenth-century devotional 

painting as its prototype, I will suggest that this is a power that has intimacy as its premise. 

 

The Phantasm 

Now, this notion of virtuality may have a strikingly similar ring to the theories of Alois Riegl, the 

godfather of art history, regarding the difference between the haptic/near-sighted order of 

representation and the optical/far-sighted order of representation in the spiritual images that flourished 

in the Christian era in particular, and this assumption is correct as far as it goes.29 However, where Riegl 

referred to images that seek to represent the world as seen by the eye as optical, I suggest that we should 

instead use the term phantasmatic to describe the workings of the devotional paintings and illuminations 

in question. This term is tricky in this context, because in the late Middle Ages and Renaissance, 

‘phantasm’ was another word for an inner image, and often an inner image of a dangerous, 

manipulative kind.30 This sense of the word is also relevant to our present study. However, inner 

images were also necessary for the devotee’s spiritual meditation, especially in late medieval culture, as 

will be explored in the following chapters.  

Conceiving Early Netherlandish Painting as phantasmatic images means conceiving them as 

visualizations of inner images, in the sense that they seek to function as inner images that are already 

                                                
29 Alois Riegl, Die spätrömische Kunstindustrie. Nach den Funden in Österreich-Ungarn. Im Zusammenhange mit der Gesammtentwicklung 
der Bildenden Künste bei den Mittelmeervölkern (Wien: Druck und Verlag der Kaiserlich-Königlichen Hof und Staatsdruckerei, 
1901). 
30 Michael Cole, ‘The Demonic Arts and the Origin of the Medium’ in The Art Bulletin, 84, no. 4, 2002: 625; Veerle Fraeters, 
‘Visio/Vision,’ in The Cambridge Companion to Christian Mysticism, ed. Amy Hollywood and Patricia Z. Beckman (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2012): 178. 
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charged with a certain affective value for the viewing subject. Devotional paintings and illuminations 

from the fifteenth-century Netherlands are a phantasmatic image type because their function and aim 

was precisely to enter and take hold of the viewer’s imagination, and their invention of a pictorial 

virtuality demonstrates a sophisticated awareness of what it takes for an image to do so. This 

dissertation is thus concerned with both what kind of role the Andachtsbild played for the Andacht – that 

is, the devotional act – and also what kind of subjectivization the virtual devotional image offered the 

beholder. In other words, I am interested in pinpointing what kind of subjective position these images 

offered the viewer. Although this is a question to which I cannot provide an exhaustive answer, it is my 

hope that the answers I present will offer not only a sense of the visual culture of the fifteenth-century 

Low Countries, but also a better sense of the subjectivization that is offered by the many virtual images 

that we are exposed to today. 

To qualify the notion of the phantasm, I will draw on psychoanalytical thought, which is 

one of few theories of subjectivity to take into account our imaginary relations to the world into 

account and to consider the imagination and the inner images to be a crucial element of the psychical 

apparatus. Freud’s notion of the libido seems especially relevant when considering the relationship 

between body and soul, or perception and imagination, which was also of such importance to the late 

medieval believer. Freud’s complex theories of the psychical apparatus suggest that perception and 

imagination are intimately connected and that one should even consider the possibility that the 

imagination (Vorstellungen) structures our perception; that is, the (optical) mechanisms of sight. Hence, 

psychoanalysis will help me to unpack how the virtual image can be seen as an image that, so to speak, 

performs as imagination. 

 

Labeling This Dissertation 

Where does a dissertation examining the theme of inwardness and intimacy fit into the scholarly 

landscape of Early Netherlandish Painting or the visual arts of the Northern Renaissance? Everywhere 

and nowhere. In almost every scholarly account of the Flemish primitives, the word ‘intimate’ occurs as 

an adjective that captures the specificity of the painters’ style, but, as mentioned above, there is very 

little reflection as to what ‘the intimate’ means and how these paintings qualify as intimate.31 Hence, the 

theme of intimacy is obviously related to the study of Flemish paintings, but it is a theme which 

                                                
31 This will be dealt with in more detail in chapter 1. In this way, the writers follow the tendency in art historical discourse to 
use ‘intimate’ as a positive but rather vague indication of a viewer’s sense of interconnectedness with the artwork, a tendency 
to which Mikkel Bogh has called attention in his study of ‘intimacies’ in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century art; see Mikkel 
Bogh, Closer – Intimacies in Art 1730-1930 (Copenhagen: SMK Forlag, 2016). 
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nevertheless differs from the field of late medieval and early Renaissance scholarship because it 

employs notions that bring to mind later centuries.  

Usually, intimacy and inwardness are things that we associate with the bourgeoisie of the 

eighteenth century and the cultivation of certain types of aesthetic theories and social relations and 

attitudes such as those that Michael Fried famously characterized as ‘absorption.’32 However, although 

intimate relations and attitudes clearly held a particular value and signification for the aesthetic style of 

the eighteenth century, this does not mean that intimacy did not exist in the fifteenth and sixteenth 

centuries. As such, no society functions without defined boundaries between the individual and the 

group, the private and the shared, the intimate and the distant.33 However, naturally, these boundaries 

are defined depending on what ideas and conceptions each society has of the categories of the 

‘individual’ and the ‘group.’ As is evident when we look at fifteenth-century Flemish paintings, figures 

displaying an inwardly directed attention do crop up precisely at this time, just as the concepts of inner 

spiritual space and ‘the intimate space’ played a significant role when prescribing what relationship the 

faithful should cultivate to God, in both writing and images. I will therefore imply that intimacy and 

inwardness are also valid concepts when looking at late medieval and early Renaissance paintings. 

However, I will also imply that intimacy and inwardness had a very different meaning here than in the 

eighteenth century.34  

As this is a thematic dissertation that seeks to disclose what kind of ‘subjectivization’ the 

paintings offered to the fifteenth-century viewer, I draw inspiration from a number of scholarly 

accounts with a similar premise.35 As already hinted at, Panofsky’s Early Netherlandish Painting: Its Origin 

and Character is of importance for my project due to the questions it poses. Panofsky was interested in 

finding an answer as to the ‘meaning’ of fifteenth-century realism and in understanding the 

Geistesgeschichtliche implications of the change in representations of the sacred. He thus asked: ‘If every 

ordinary plant, architectural detail, implement, or piece of furniture could be conceived as a metaphor, 

so that all forms meant to convey a symbolical idea could appear as ordinary plants […]: how are we to 

decide where the general, metaphorical transfiguration of nature ends and actual specific symbolism 

begins?’ Since then, the question has echoed in art historical studies that seek to interpret the history of 

                                                
32 Michael Fried, Absorption and Theatricality: Painting and Beholder in the Age of Diderot (Chicago/London: Chicago University 
Press, 1980). 
33 Marcel Mauss, ‘A Category of the human mind: The notion of person, the notion of self’ (1938), trans. W.D. Halls in The 
Category of the Person: Anthropology, Philosophy, History, ed. Michael Carrithers, Steven Collins and Steven Lukes (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1985), pp. 1-25. 
34 I follow Jean-Louis Chrétien’s notion of Christian intimacy as something that always already entails an address, i.e., a 
meeting of the soul with God in the chamber of the heart; see Jean-Louis Chrétien, L’éspace interieur (Paris: Les Éditions de 
Minuit, 2014), pp. 31–33, passim. 
35 By ‘subjectivization,’ I mean the way in which the images offered the viewing subject a certain kind of position to assume 
in the world. 
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ideas through systems of representation.36 Panofsky’s answer to his question – the idea that the realism 

of Early Netherlandish Painting mediated a ‘hidden symbolism’; that is, a symbolism that obscured 

itself by appearing ‘non-symbolic’ – has since been met with a fair amount of criticism, and I will also 

admit that I do not completely agree with his line of thought. After Panofsky, scholars presented other 

ways of grasping the realistic style and characteristic traits of the region’s painters. Among the art 

historians of Northern Renaissance painting who have influenced and inspired my approach are Hans 

Belting, James Marrow, Sixten Ringbom, and David Freedberg. In the next chapter, I will elaborate on 

how this dissertation takes their ideas on board.  

For the most part, this dissertation leans on existing scholarship. Instead of presenting 

‘new data,’ it seeks to reflect upon and elaborate the existing ideas and interpretations of Early 

Netherlandish Painting. It aims at further developing the ideas and open-ended questions found in the 

literature on devotional imagery and perhaps even at revising some of the existing standard 

conclusions. Hence, some of what is presented will be well known to those who are already familiar 

with late medieval visual culture, but hopefully, the conclusions I will draw to the questions posed will 

present novel ways of grappling with the issue of Northern Renaissance painting, as well as broader 

questions relating to what images do to us and how they captivate us. 

 

Structure 

The dissertation, as mentioned above, is concerned with two kinds of ‘intimacies’ in the Northern 

Renaissance: the representation of inwardness and the intimate address. These two types of intimate 

images will be dealt with in separate chapters: in chapter 2, ‘The Intimate Address – Consumable 

Imagery,’ and chapter 3, ‘Looking Inward – The Image as Face,’ respectively. Before we dive into those 

chapters, an opening chapter, chapter 1, ‘Historicizing the Intimate,’ will set the scene, thus providing a 

framework for the dissertation.  

Hence, the first chapter will present a context for the donor portraits and consumption 

motifs through an account of the Andachtsbild and the characteristics of late medieval devotional culture 

in Northern Europe. The increasingly realistic portrayal of Christ’s life and Passion – as a human, not 

as an elevated God – is one of the major concerns in discussions of the Andachtsbild, and the pictorial 

effect of presence is a particular point of interest in scholarship on devotional imagery. This chapter 

will subsequently discuss the literature on devotional images and the discourse of ‘presence’ and 

‘intimacy’ in the fifteenth-century Netherlands. While it is clear that intimacy and inwardness are key 

concepts when it comes to the devotional culture of the late Middle Ages, the question of how these 

                                                
36 Panofsky, Early Netherlandish Painting, p. 142. 
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concepts are useful for understanding the visual culture of the day still requires a reassessment. In this 

chapter, my revision of these concepts will take shape through a review of the most prominent 

scholarly accounts of Early Netherlandish Painting, such as those of Panofsky, Ringbom, Hans Belting, 

James Marrow, and David Freedberg, among others. After this review, I will present what I see as a line 

of thinking that is capable of broadening the perspective on realism in devotional imagery, an account 

of the phantasm. Freud (and later also Lacan, although his line of thinking will not be extensively 

discussed) was deeply occupied with the role that images and imagination play in the formation of the 

psyche, and as I see it, Freud’s contribution to this quandary offers an opportunity for an enlightening 

evaluation of devotion and piety in the fifteenth-century Netherlands. Naturally, I am not the first to 

suggest such ‘anachronistic’ readings of late medieval culture; in particular, Giorgio Agamben’s study of 

the history of the phantasm in Western culture and Emmanuele Coccia’s rereading of medieval theories 

of perception – both of them drawing on psychoanalysis – were a considerable inspiration for this 

current endeavor. These works will thus also be introduced in this section.  

Rounding off the chapter on the context and conceptual framework of this dissertation is 

a passage on the depiction of space, or rather depictions of intimate rooms, in Early Netherlandish 

Paintings and book illuminations. Following up on the psychoanalytical conception of the phantasm, I 

will suggest that the interiors in many of the Netherlandish paintings are of a phantasmatic nature in 

the sense that they mirror the inner space of the viewer’s mind and soul.  

 

The second chapter, ‘The Intimate Address – Consumable Imagery,’ deals with the intimate address of 

images that offer the viewer a source of imaginary nourishment, be it milk, blood, or food. This chapter 

aims to demonstrate that these image types are visual interpretations of the pervasive rhetoric of 

consumption of the late Middle Ages; rhetoric that exists in scholarly, theological, and mystical texts 

alike and which functions as a vocabulary of authenticity, as will be shown. These texts considered the 

right of knowledge and faith to be the internalized kind, and the right kind of devout experience to be 

one of fullness rather than one of emptiness. The rhetoric and imagery of consumption, in other words, 

was a means of regulating and encouraging the truthfulness of the believer’s inward devotion. 

However, what remains to be answered is the interesting question of how the rhetoric of texts and the 

rhetoric of the images – that is, the intimate address – dispense with the crucial concept of fullness in the 

discourse of consumption. What is the fullness of a word’s meaning compared to that of an image? In 

other words, my inquiry in this chapter concerns how to understand consumption motifs in paintings 

as visual imagery and not only as illustrations of textual metaphors. What I want to suggest in this chapter 

is the idea that the visual imagery of nourishment in question, which in this case involves not just a 
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depiction of something edible, but also an invitation to the viewer to ingest, is effective because the 

painters proved cunningly aware of the way our perception – our sight – works as a metabolism. In 

other words, they proved aware of the libidinal logic that rules perception; that is, the fact that our 

wishes and desires are what makes our perception work metabolically, as something that changes us 

from within. As such, the nurturing images were intended to bring about this internal alteration via the 

senses.  

This chapter will thus discuss the difference between the notion of ‘linguistic fullness’ and 

the internalization of sacred words, which throughout the early Middle Ages and continuing into the late 

Middle Ages were still considered as a kind of representation that one ingested (scholar and devout 

alike), and an ‘iconic fullness,’ which in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries introduced the imagined 

internalization of sacred imagery in preference to words as a devout gesture.  

 

The chapter ‘Looking Inward – The Image as Face’ presents the other element of attention, as 

mentioned above; namely, the inward-looking figures in donor portraits and other portraits of reading 

figures. The premise of this chapter is that the evocation of inwardness that so characterizes 

Netherlandish facial depictions can serve as an interpretive key for understanding the development of a 

new pictorial paradigm that was taking place in the fifteenth century. The allusion to interiority that 

painters created through life-like eyes, detailed gestures, and ‘props of inwardness’ – such as letters and 

books – generates the illusion of animation and embodiment. My claim in this chapter is that this style 

does not reveal a new and complex symbolism, as the late, great Erwin Panofsky would have it, nor that 

the pious figures only function as comportment guides for the viewer to imitate and copy, as some of 

Panofsky’s critics would argue; instead, I see it as introducing – through the means of illusionistic depth 

– a pictorial quality to the appearance of the sensuous world.  

By ‘pictorial appearance,’ I mean an appearance that strives to appear to be more than 

what it is. The images by van Eyck, Petrus Christus, Rogier van der Weyden, and so on are great 

examples of this striving: by demonstrating a keen attention to recreating the sense of a figure’s 

embodied interiority, they create a pictorial allure. In other words, they trick the eye into believing in 

the figure’s inwardness. However, the representation of inwardness only gives us a sense of interiority; 

it never guarantees it. In other words, these paintings also prove that the ideal of intimacy and inner 

devotion presented challenges in the social realm and demanded watchful eyes of the one wishing to 

discover the authenticity of the inward attitude. 

I see the imaging of inwardness as reflecting the pictorial sensibility that existed in devotional culture at 

the time. Many devotional manuals that told the believer to direct their attention inwards and to aspire 
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to attain an intimate and spiritual relationship with Christ by shunning the sensuous world 

simultaneously encouraged them to imitate Christ’s deeds or the Virgin Mary’s sorrows, to imagine 

Christ’s Passion taking place in the local surroundings or to imagine their house or garden as suitable 

scenery for the imagination when meditating on the Song of Songs. By this, I am implying that the 

intimate quality that we see in the paintings reflects how the devotional culture of the late Middle Ages 

had already pollinated the sensuous world with a pictorial, or virtual, quality. Put differently, I believe 

that the Early Netherlandish Paintings reflect how the natural world, the ‘real world,’ was meant to take 

on a pictorial appearance for the devout.  

This kind of ‘pictorial appearance’ is a kind of appearance which appeals to the human 

eye more than to God’s divine gaze, which in any case is always able to see through any appearance. 

The human eye – contrary to God’s gaze – is open to the difficulties, as well as the pleasures, of 

pictorial appearance. The fact that there is always more to the visible world than meets the eye is both a 

problem and a source of pleasure for the human imagination.  

The intimate aesthetics of Early Netherlandish Painting, therefore, as I see it, constitutes 

a highly relevant case for the hypothesis that the advent of naturalistic imitation in paintings presents a 

new expression of desire for an enchanted world, an enchantment that plays by the rules of the human 

gaze and not God’s, and that this gaze, a gaze that is nurtured and sustained by pictures of the human 

world, provides a (new) source of fullness for the human imagination. 

 

In the conclusion, I will put into perspective how the intimate aesthetics of the 1400s have survived in 

the imagery of modernity, especially in the medium of cinema, which in my view incarnates some of the 

same mechanisms as the ‘mass culture’ of the individualizing Andachtsbild. By drawing lines up to the 

present day, I hope to also show that my interest lies in investigating the significance of intimate 

imagery and that I believe that the devotional images of Early Netherlandish Painting constitute a 

particularly suitable case for this inquiry.  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTIMATING AFFECTIONS – HISTORICIZING THE INTIMATE 

 

 

According to the Italian humanist Bartolomeo Facius, two of the four best painters of the fifteenth 

century were Flemish. In his book about the famous men of his time, Facius named Jan van Eyck and 

Rogier van der Weyden alongside the Italians Gentile da Fabriano and Pisanello as the top four painters 

of their time. The art of painting, Facius declared, had the ability to ‘move the hearts and feelings of 

men,’ not only through its ability to imitate reality in its ‘countenance’ or ‘the lineaments of the body, 

but also and far more’ in its ability to represent figures’ ‘interior feelings and emotions, so that the 

picture may seem to be alive and sentient and somehow move and have action.’37 While each of the 

four painters excelled in imitating nature and creating life-like appearances, Facuis praised the Flemish 

painters – especially Rogier van der Weyden – for their ability to depict inner feelings and passionate 

emotions: 

 

His [Rogier’s] is another painting in the private apartments of the Prince of Ferrara: […] 

on the centre panel [is] Christ brought down from the Cross, Mary his Mother, Mary 

Magdalene and Joseph, their grief and tears so represented, you would not think them 

other than real. His also are the famous tapestry pictures in the possession of King 

Alfonso, again the Mother of God, dismayed at hearing of the capture of her son yet, 

even with flowing tears, maintaining her dignity, a most perfect work; likewise the abuse 

and pain that Christ Our Lord patiently suffered from the Jews, and in this you may 

easily distinguish a variety of feelings and passions in keeping with the variety of the 

action.38  

 

No less than three pictorial examples out of four in Facius’s complete account of Rogier van der 

Weyden emphasize the depiction of the figures’ feelings, often of a distressed nature; a style that made 

him famous and gave rise to a long line of imitators in the succeeding decades.  

Rogier’s mournful figures count as an object lesson in the emotionally instructive art that 

permeated popular devotional culture of the fifteenth century, which had taken form during the late 

                                                
37 Bartholomeo Facius, De Viris Illustribus, De Pictoribus, Vat. Lat. 13650, translated in Michael Baxandall, ‘Bartholomeus 
Facius on Painting: A Fifteenth-Century Manuscript of the De Viris Illustribus’, Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes 27 
(1964): 98. 
38 Ibid., pp. 104–6. 
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medieval period. As Facius described, the fifteenth-century beholder of Rogier’s paintings was not only 

offered a moving rendition of the tormented Christ’s body, but was also presented with an array of 

bystanders who witnessed the tragedy of Christ’s death with tear-stained faces – each one portrayed 

with striking intensity, as seen, for instance, in his famous The Deposition of Christ (ill. 1.1). 

 

  
1.1. Rogier van der Weyden, The Deposition of Christ, 1435, oil on wood, Prado. 

 
In this painting, every witness assumes a grief-stricken countenance, but the Virgin Mother, in a 

swooning motion mirroring the shape of her dead son’s body, embodies the most arresting reaction of 

the group. By echoing Christ’s position, the Virgin exemplifies the ideal devout gesture of the time, that 

of compassion (compassio).39 Imitating Christ in his suffering meant suffering with him, and suffering 

with him meant recognizing God’s sacrifice and acknowledging the means of salvation. In Rogier’s 

painting, we see how the art of the time took great care to represent the witnesses to the tragedy of 

                                                
39 Otto G. von Simson, ‘Compassio and Co-redemptio in Rogier van der Weyden’s Descent from the Cross,’ The Art Bulletin 35, no. 
1 (1953): 9–16. 
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Christ’s death in an emotionally affected state. Such 

figures were meant to encourage the viewer to react in 

a similar fashion; in other words, the viewer was 

meant to identify with and imitate – on an emotional 

as well as corporeal level – the affected witnesses to 

Christ’s Passion.40  

In an important study, James Marrow 

drew attention to the pictorial invention of what he 

calls ‘reactive figures’ in Flemish books of hours and 

panel paintings of the fifteenth century. In Marrow’s 

account, these figures, who act as bystanders to 

scenes from the Passion of Christ, were meant to 

structure the viewer’s response through their 

emotionally expressive faces and gestures.41 During 

the thirteenth century, these so-called reactive figures 

cropped up in two-dimensional pictures, but the 

affective expressions of such figures were often 

represented through symbolic attributes or stylized gestures, such as depicting the mourning Virgin 

Mary with a sword piercing her heart. In the late fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, the painted figures 

attending the scenes of Christ’s Passion began displaying their affections through detailed facial 

expressions and dramatic bodily gestures (ill. 1.2). In doing so, the images worked as a kind of piety 

engine that encouraged the viewer to engage empathetically and affectively with the story of Christ’s 

suffering. By showing that the artists of the late fourteenth and fifteenth centuries were above all 

occupied with ‘how art worked’ rather than with ‘what it meant’ – thereby stressing that what changes 

is the expression of the figures while the symbolic iconography stays the same – Marrow argues that the 

development and proliferation of the reactive figures led to an ‘increasing and quite self-conscious 

concern with these responses.’42  

                                                
40 Painting was not the only art form to appeal to the empathetic compassion of the viewer; sculpture also excelled in 
producing variations of emotionally reactive figures and had done so for longer than painting, such as, for instance, Claus 
Sluter’s Mourners of Dijon. Rogier’s depiction of The Descent even shows that a sculpture group had served as a source of 
inspiration, as it mirrors a sculptural arrangement by placing the figures in a shallow box (not in a room or landscape), 
evoking a relief effect. 
41 James Marrow, ‘Symbol and Meaning in Northern European Art of the Late Middle Ages and the Early Renaissance,’ 
Simiolus: Netherlandish Quarterly for the History of Art 16, no. 2/3 (1986): 153–54, ff. 
42 Ibid., p. 161. 

1.2. Hugo van der Goes, Deposition of Christ (right wing 
of diptych), ca. 1480, Gemäldegalerie. 
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Following Marrow’s account, we can state that the realistic paintings and book 

illuminations of the fifteenth century were not only reproducing pictorial illustrations of the Gospel 

narratives, but were also adding dramatic effects that encouraged an affective response from the viewer 

and were intended to stimulate pity and compassionate feelings for Jesus on the cross and his mourning 

followers. Rogier’s paintings reveal – and Marrow’s study confirms – that empathy and compassion 

were key concepts in devotional culture in the late Middle Ages, and they also demonstrate that they 

had become so important that a simple depiction of the crucified Christ could no longer stand alone, 

but was in need of pictorial ‘manuals of experience’ to highlight the importance of the viewer’s 

affective identification.  

 Although the two main chapters of this dissertation deal with paintings and book 

illuminations that evoke intimacy and inwardness through subtle allusions to the interior of either the 

viewer or the depicted figure, I will begin with the expressive paintings of Rogier van der Weyden, 

which allow us vivid access to a figure’s inner emotions, in order to give a brief account of the 

significance of empathy and affective identification as devotional concepts in the late Middle Ages. 

These concepts of affect and empathy provide a vital context for our later studies. Hence, we shall 

explore further why the paintings of fifteenth-century Flemish painters gave way to extra dramatization. 

What value did this possess for the devout viewer? And what does it say about the psychological 

constitution of the late medieval devotee that images were beginning to represent a figure’s reaction 

with such fervor?  

This chapter’s overall focus lies in the circumstance that an increased philosophical and 

theological interest in the individual human experience arose around the twelfth century which involved 

a more intense preoccupation with the identification of the humanity of Christ.43 With this gradually 

increased interest in the human condition – of both mankind itself and the humanity of Christ – 

followed a devotional rhetoric of affection. Sermons, manuals, treatises, mystical writings, and images 

of all kinds projected the idea that the devotee’s relationship to Christ was to be filled with emotion, 

with deep affection for his faith and heartfelt identification with his suffering if one were to reach an 

understanding of him and thus also a chance of salvation. One’s love (caritas) for Christ was vital to 

leading a proper pious life; one was meant to cry real tears when mourning his tragic death. This 

rhetoric, especially the rhetoric of emotion presented by the late medieval pictures, is what I will trace 

in what follows. The question is, what role did these images play in a devotional culture that was still 

                                                
43 Colin Morris, The Discovery of the Individual, 1050–1200 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1972); Giles Constable, Three 
Studies in Medieval Religious and Social Thought (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995). 
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more preoccupied with the personal, affective experience of devotion and that was also gradually 

introducing still more elaborate imagery into its devotional practice?  

The first half of this chapter will present a recapitulation of the already well-described 

circumstances and developments of the late medieval period. It will take the shape of a general survey 

of the status of the image in the late medieval era and will thus offer a contextual background for the 

themes that will be explored in detail in the two following chapters on consumption and facial 

representations respectively. With this contextualizing chapter, I wish to set up the conceptual 

framework on which the next two chapters will hinge; a framework encircling the notion of the 

phantasm. This notion, as will be examined towards the end of this chapter, offers a nuanced 

understanding of the relationship between ‘reality’ and the representation of reality, between the model 

and its image, perception and imagination – conceptual pairs that play a central role in art historical 

discussions of devotional images in late medieval and early Renaissance visual culture and also in 

discussions of the image in Christian theology. 

 

The Problem of the Image 

The image occupies a curious position in Christianity, which is as intriguing as the profoundly 

paradoxical incarnation of the spirit: the word becoming flesh in the shape of Jesus Christ, the Son of 

God. As such, both Christ and the image are a medium: Christ is a mediator of God, sent to earth to 

preach the new Gospel to mankind and to save humankind by sacrificing himself, while the image, 

specifically the image of Christ, is a representation that mediates Christ’s being or presence to the viewer. 

However, the two ‘media’ did not have the same status: whereas Christ’s relationship to his model, 

God, is recognized as true, the image of the divine has been accused of falseness and deceitfulness 

throughout the history of Christianity. 

As a medium, the image has been dismissed due to its overly material constitution: it is 

simply not compatible with the imperceptible being of God and thus cannot ever represent him. God is 

invisible; the image is too visible to capture his being. However, despite the dismissal of the visible 

image, ‘the image’ as a philosophical concept is a fundamental component of the link between man and 

God in Christian theology. God’s divinity rests in his immateriality, which transgresses any worldly – 

that is, spatial and temporal – limit. Yet however distant God is, man cannot help contriving ideas 

about his relationship to the ruler in heaven, leading to the idea that the link between God and man is 

that man is made in the image of God. This link between man and God became more developed when 

Christ came into the world. However, from the very beginning of Christianity, the relationship between 
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God and man was never conceived as one of absolute likeness; as such, the way in which man had been 

made in the image of God was intended to be understood in a particular way.  

Since the early Greek Church Fathers, man’s likeness to God had been considered to be 

of an invisible nature. It was man’s spirit that likened him to God, not his physical condition.44 

Theologically speaking, God was as such the ideal Image, apprehended in the same manner as Plato’s 

‘idea.’ Man’s could only access this ideal through a spiritual, immaterial striving for resemblance. Clement 

of Alexandria (ca. 150–ca. 215) stated that it is man’s soul only, his inner eye, that is able to progress 

towards resembling God.45 Origen (ca. 185–ca. 254) presented a scheme that saw the connection 

between God and the world as being mediated by the word. He claimed that the word corresponded to 

God, or the Image, because it was the only thing that corresponded to his non-corporeality.46 In 

Origen’s scheme, the word is, curiously enough, an image; a ‘Word-Image.’47 Origen considered Christ 

to be the ‘Word-Image’ in that Christ was the Image of God made available to man; because the Word 

is the medium available to the human soul, the word is as such the medium that relates us to God. The 

true act that makes us resemble God is thus the act of contemplation (a ‘non-corporeal act’). In this 

sense, man is only able to achieve salvation by restoring his likeness to God through a likeness in 

spirit.48 

The Greek Church Father Gregory of Nyssa presented a metaphor of the soul that came 

closer to a visible image. He described the soul’s imitation of God as taking place at a mirror: man’s 

modeling after God is to be understood as a mirroring act, but as it is – due to mankind’s imperfection 

– the mirror is dirty. Hence, the human soul’s task is to wipe the mirror clean.49 However, despite the 

visual metaphor, the likeness to God is still spiritual in kind. 

The Greek Church Fathers’ thinking had an immense influence on the Latin Church 

Fathers, including Augustine. Augustine’s ideas about man’s likeness to God echo Origen’s and 

                                                
44 Robert Javelet, Image et ressemblance de saint Anselme à Alain de Lille (Paris: Letouzey/Ané, 1967), p. 30 ff. See also Jean-Louis 
Chrétien, L’éspace interieur (Paris: Les Éditions de Minuit, 2014), pp. 38–41 ff. 
45 Javelet paraphrases Clement as follows: ‘Ce qui chez lui est net et qui sera repris par nombre de spirituels, c’est ce passage de 
l’image à la ressemblance, présenté comme l’historie d’une âme, de son progrès, histoire qui commence au baptême, où l’oeil de l’ésprit 
est libéré de tout obstacle, pour s’achever en contemplation quand cet oeil intérieur, redevenu lumineaux, est apte enfin à la 
vision du divin’: Javalet, Image et ressemblance, p. 29. 
46 Ibid., pp. 30–31. 
47 ‘L’Image-Verbe’ in Javelet’s phrasing. 
48 Javelet, Image et ressemblance, p. 31. 
49 Medi Ann Volpe, ‘Moral Catholic Anthropology,’ in The Oxford Handbook of Catholic Theology, ed. Lewis Ayers and Medi 
Ann Volpe (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2019), p. 363. Nyssa’s doctrine was adopted by Augustine and many later 
theologians, as Jeffrey Hamburger writes: ‘Not only in Augustine, but in the entire tradition of stemming from him, speculatio 
and imago were closely linked: the image of God in the soul was likened to a mirror tarnished with the stain of sin. Only by 
turning inward, not out towards the natural world, could man hope to recover the original Imago Dei’; see Jeffrey 
Hamburger, ‘Speculations on Speculation: Vision and Perception in the Theory and Practice of Mystical Devotions,’ in 
Deutsche Mystik im Abendländischen Zusammenhang, ed. Walter Haug and Wolfram Schneider-Lastin (Tübingen: Niemeyer, 
2000), p. 369. 
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Nyssa’s. He too regards the soul as being made in the image of God; in his view, the soul is the human 

condition that is capable of resembling God. But whereas God’s spirit is a given, man’s soul is ‘made’ – 

a difference in essence separates the two.50 Through the intellect (mens), the soul of man is able to 

recognize its likeness to God, and it is thus through intellectual work – contemplation and meditation – 

that man is able to perfect the inner likeness, the inner image, of God. To understand oneself as an 

image means to comply with the model.51  

Augustine’s theories about man’s relationship to God and man’s recognition of God 

through the cultivation of inner likeness also manifested itself in his theory of vision. According to 

Augustine (354–430), true knowledge of the divine can never be attained through the corporeal senses; 

the senses are essentially what lead us astray and away from the righteous, virtuous path to God. 

Consequently, he divided vision into three kinds, the corporeal (visio corporalis), the spiritual (visio 

spiritualis), and the intellectual (visio intellectualis), explaining that only the intellectual vision was able to 

access an understanding of God’s true immaterial divinity as it was a vision absolutely devoid of images. 

Both the ‘corporeal vision’, which perceives the world through the external organ of the eye and whose 

perceptions are essentially limited by time and space, and the ‘spiritual vision,’ which transforms the 

perceptions of the world into mental images, are inadequate in the quest for true recognition of God, as 

both are mediated by the sensuous world, by imagery.52 The way to reach recognition of God, and also 

the way to reach salvation, was again something to be cultivated through spiritual, intellectual imitation.  

Augustine’s triad of vision was enormously influential on later theological attitudes 

towards imagery that often problematized the (visible) image as something that impeded the ascetic 

ideals of meditation and contemplation. From the early Middle Ages onwards, a certain caution towards 

devotional pictures of Christ was expected of the pious believer, but the history of theological debates 

regarding the use of imagery oscillates between the more pragmatic and the austere. Gregory the Great 

(ca. 540–604) famously stated that images were useful in that they showed ‘the ignorant […] whom 

they ought to follow,’ thus enabling the illiterate to familiarize themselves with stories from Holy 

Scripture.53 He was not opposed to the idea that one made use of the visible to represent the invisible. 

Yet when it came to the devotional function of images, Gregory also stressed the importance of 

discerning between the image and what it represented and thus of being cautious of endowing the 

image with too much value: ‘We should not kneel in front of it [the image] as if before a deity, but 

adore Him that we, by means of the image remember as having been born, having suffered, or as sitting 
                                                
50 Javelet, Image et ressemblance, pp. 56–57. 
51 Ibid., p. 59. 
52 Veerle Fraeters, ‘Visio/Vision,’ in The Cambridge Companion to Christian Mysticism, ed. Amy Hollywood and Patricia Z. 
Beckman (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012), pp. 177–78. 
53 As quoted in Ringbom, Icon to Narrative, p. 11. 
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on the throne.’54 In this way, Gregory expounds one of the foundational debates about the image that 

has led to several iconoclastic strides through history: the question of whether the image humbly acts as 

a placeholder for God or whether it claims adoration as a (false) god.55  

As Gregory reveals, it is and was easy to confuse the image of God with God himself. 

Men like Gregory were well aware that humans are prone to attach feelings to what is before their eyes, 

especially visual impressions that address the viewer, rather than to abstract ideas and invisible 

concepts. In this quotation, we also encounter the idea that the necessary spiritual progress, which in 

the writings of the Greek Church Fathers began at the word, could begin at the image. Like the ideal 

mechanisms of desire sketched out by Plato in the Symposium, which should progress from carnal love 

to ever higher and more imperceptible stages of love, the corporeal figure of Christ was meant to 

enflame one’s longing for and wish to strive towards a union with his invisible self: God in heaven. In 

Gregory’s view, Christ’s corporeality could be represented by the image.  

This kind of pragmatic attitude towards imagery lived on and became more effective 

during the late Middle Ages, especially towards the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. In the fifteenth 

century, we encounter an ascetic preacher like Savonarola (1452–1498) recommending the use of 

images for private meditation; he only warned against having images that were too sensually elaborate 

in the home. Savonarola believed that churches were permitted lavish decorations to honor the 

splendor of God, but that when it came to an individual’s private devotion, a simple cross would 

suffice.56 This directive implies that the intimate relationship between the viewer’s imagination and the 

figure of Christ in the devotional image involved a greater risk of emotional attachment to the image 

(rather than to God). 

Such attitudes towards imagery lead us to the inevitable question of Christian image 

politics: If the visible image involves too great a risk of attachment and the potential pollution of 

spiritual contemplation, then how is man to understand the corporeal reality of Christ’s life on earth? 

While man’s likeness to God, according to the Greek Church Fathers, consists in a spiritual likeness, 

then how can we comprehend the fact that he became a very visible, very real image of God walking on 

the face of the earth? Christianity’s strength and struggle is founded on the fundamental paradox of the 

incarnation of the spirit. God’s incarnation in the figure of Christ is simultaneously what offers 

mankind salvation from its original sin and a much more familiar relationship to the divine and what 

gives way to a weakening of the spirit’s ideality; its superiority to the bodily condition of the human 

                                                
54 Ibid., pp. 12–13. 
55 As such, this issues from Plato’s theory of images, see Jean-Pierre Vernant, Mortals and Immortals: Collected Essays (translated 
from French) (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1991), chap. 9, ‘The Birth of Images,’ pp. 164–85. 
56 Ringbom, Icon to Narrative, p. 20. 
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being. Through God’s incarnation, the believer is offered a more intimate relationship to God – an 

intimacy that can be seen to intensify in interesting ways throughout the late Middle Ages – but the 

believer is simultaneously presented with a new circumstance that brings confusion as to the state of 

her own condition. Now that the hierarchy between God and man is blurred, in that God takes the 

shape of man, how is the believer meant to fathom the state of her own human body?  

The concept of imitation – that is, the fact that man is fashioned in the ‘image of God’ – 

is thus a fundamental metaphor of man’s ideal relationship to God. But for the present endeavor, the 

interesting question is how those ideas of imitation played out and became more and more visual 

during the later Middle Ages. The question of how the imitation of Christ was to be conceived changed 

over the centuries, and what that change entailed is the issue of what follows.  

 

The Humanity of Christ 

When we move to the late Middle Ages, beginning around the eleventh and twelfth centuries, we 

encounter a change in the idea of redemptive imitation. Contrary to the Greek Church Fathers’ notions 

of spiritual imitation through intellectual contemplation, the religious discourse became increasingly 

preoccupied with the implications of Christ’s humanity for the individual believer and thus also 

increasingly interested in the imitation of Jesus’s life on earth.  

Theological debate about Christ’s humanity was taken up with a new fervor in the 

eleventh and twelfth centuries – discussions that had a great impact on the following centuries, which 

particularly served as a means of assessing specific features of humanity and human experience. These 

debates emerged concurrently with a new situation for the Church. As Christendom had gained 

influence and power in Europe in the ninth and tenth centuries and the Christian community no longer 

identified itself in opposition to the ruling faith but had become the ruling faith, it saw itself in need of 

new rituals and a new psychological ‘program’ for its adherents.57 Since the Christian congregation had 

no longer converted to Christianity by way of choice but had been born Christian, new incentives and 

motives were called for. Noticeably, part of the theological discussion in the twelfth century 

rejuvenated ancient quandaries by wrapping them in a vocabulary that took the inclinations of the 

human psyche into careful consideration. 

In several sermons and texts from the twelfth century, preachers underlined that God 

had sent his son to earth for the sake of human faith; they showed a profound understanding of 

people’s need for a corporeal, visible image of God in order to strengthen their belief. We encounter 

such reflections in the writings of one of the most prominent theologians of the twelfth century, 

                                                
57 Morris, The Discovery of the Individual, p. 61 ff. (especially the chapter entitled ‘New Learnings’). 
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Bernard of Clairvaux’s (1090–1153) famous Sermons on the Song of Songs, in which he phrases the coming 

of Christ as necessary for strengthening the faith of the ‘fickle people’: ‘We should by now have come 

to understand how the discontent of our ancestors displayed a need for this sacrosanct kiss [the kiss 

being Bernard’s metaphor for the union between man and Christ], that is, the mystery of the incarnate 

Word, for faith, hard-pressed throughout the ages with trouble upon trouble, was ever on the point of 

failing, and a fickle people, yielding to discouragement, murmured against the promises of God.’58 In a 

later sermon, Bernard reflects on the people’s need for a visible image of the incarnate Christ as 

follows:  

 

The soul at prayer should have before it a sacred image of the God-man, in his birth or 

infancy or as he was teaching, or dying, or rising, or ascending. Whatever form it takes this image must 

bind the soul with the love virtue and expel carnal vices, eliminate temptation and quiet desires. I think 

this is the principal reason why the invisible God willed to be 

seen in the flesh and to converse with men as a man. He 

wanted to recapture the affections of carnal men who were 

unable to love in any other way, by first drawing them to the 

salutary love of his own humanity, and then gradually to raise 

them to a spiritual love.59 

 

This expression shows an understanding of the human psyche 

as being deeply dependent on sensuous experience as a 

precept for, or as something integral to, the formation of 

emotional attachment to God. As Colin Morris has clarified in 

his study of the ‘discovery of the individual’ in the twelfth 

century, a general preoccupation with human experience 

permeated the thinking of scholars, philosophers, and 

theologians in terms of exploring the means of individual 

personal experience (‘experience’ in the sense of the German 

word Erfahrung). 60  The question of the believer’s personal 

                                                
58 Bernard of Clairvaux, On the Song of Songs, 2:7, pp. 12–13. 
59 Ibid., 20:6, p. 152. 
60 Morris, The Discovery of the Individual, pp. 64–95. The development of theology (as well as that of society at large) is of 
course far more complex, but also too complex to account for here. 

1.3. Christ enthroned with two apostles, ivory 
plaque, 9th c., Northern France, Metropolitan 
Museum of Art. 
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attachment to God thus took on a new relevance, and for thinkers like Bernard of Clairvaux and Peter 

Abelard (1079–1142), this meant reflecting on the notion of ‘the self,’ on the meaning of ‘intention’ and 

on the proper attitude in confession, a ritual that became gradually more institutionalized.61 A large part 

of these thinkers’ exploration of the human psyche was connected to the question of how the figure of 

the human Christ could grow in importance for the singular, individual believer. And judging from 

their rhetoric, they were well aware that intellectual interpretation was not as appealing to the ‘common 

people’ as the cultivation of affective attachment was. This awareness was echoed in visual culture, 

which also underwent significant changes during the twelfth century.  

The most remarkable change in Christian visual culture was the change in the 

representation of Christ. In the early Middle Ages, 

Christ had typically been represented as the earthly and 

heavenly ruler, appearing as the Pantocrator enthroned 

in heaven (ill. 1.3). His posture displayed his divinity 

and omnipotence, and his wide-open eyes assured the 

viewer of his all-seeing gaze that would come to judge 

the good from the bad on the Day of Judgment. 

During the eleventh century, Christ took on a different 

exterior, as he began appearing as a suffering man on 

the cross, and from the thirteenth century, the dead 

Christ had replaced the living, all-seeing Christ on the 

cross (ill. 1.4).62  

Presented in increasingly tormented 

postures, Christ’s tortured body and still more bloody 

wounds told the story of his suffering and thereby also 

brought the story of his humanity to the fore – and thus 

his appeal to human empathy. 63  The story of the 

Passion, the suffering and death of Christ, gained attention as a visual narrative and as a meditational 

storyline that was meant to cultivate the believer’s emotional attachment to Christ through compassion. 

The fact that images (both sculptures and icons) began appealing so manifestly to the viewer’s pity is 

evidence of the diffusion of a different set of spiritual prerequisites. Accessibility to Christ was no 

longer confined only to the erudite scholar who was well versed in abstract thinking, but was now 
                                                
61 Ibid. 
62 Constable, Three Studies, pp. 180–81 ff. 
63 Ibid., pp. 169–93. 

1.4. Crucified Christ, ca. 1300, walrus ivory, 
Northern Europe, Metropolitan Museum of Art. 
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achievable through a sentiment available to every man: that of empathy. The visual representation of 

Christ suffering on the cross testifies to the increased importance of the subjective identification with 

Christ through affection, and thus to the heightened value of affective engagement that prevailed in 

theological thought. 

 

Affective Devotion 

In his preface to The Mind’s Road to God, the Franciscan theologian Bonaventura (1221–1274) urged the 

reader to cultivate their feelings rather than to seek erudition and to unearth the meaning and the truth 

of what had been read instead of lingering on its articulation.64 The true knowledge of God was, 

according to Bonaventura’s logic, obtained more through feeling than through learning. Hence, a 

change had occurred in theological thinking – when compared to the Greek Church Fathers – in that 

knowledge of God was no longer to be obtained by purely intellectual means, but could now also be 

reached through affective engagement. Spirituality involved feelings: exercising an affective engagement 

with the story of Christ’s life and death meant cultivating a true inward piety.65 Intellectual aspirations 

were no longer valid; the devotee’s only road to redemption went through Christ and the nourishment 

he offered in and of love.66 The Franciscans were central in promoting the affective discourse of late 

medieval devotion. For Bonaventura, the incarnated Christ was an identifiable God ‘created’ for the 

believer to assimilate with, appropriate, and imitate. Here, Jesus Christ is the one who enables and 

facilitates an affective relationship to God precisely because of his carnality.  

The most important devotional attitude in late medieval theology was, as stated by 

Bonaventura in the quotation above, that of love.67 A vocabulary of love is also at play in the Cistercian 

order. We find it already in the twelfth century in the above-mentioned highly influential Sermon on the 

Song of Songs by Bernard of Clairvaux, which took the ancient Hebrew love poem, The Song of Songs, as an 

inspirational source for allegorizing the loving relationship between Christ and the faithful. In Bernard’s 

sermons, the bride and bridegroom of the ancient poem are figures for the faithful believer and Christ. 

Hence, sensual phrases evoke the loving relationship between the believer’s spirit and Christ: through ‘a 

kiss from the kiss of his mouth,’ the believer shall receive the spirit from Christ. In Bernard, the kiss is 

the emblem of appropriation and imitation through love: ‘And hence the bride […]does not dare to 

say: “Let him kiss me with his mouth,” for she knows that this is the prerogative of the Father alone. 

                                                
64 Bonaventura, ‘Åndens vej til Gud’ i Visdommens veje: fire skrifter, trans. Jørgen Pedersen (Copenhagen: Museum 
Tusculanum Press, 1992) pp. BOOK IN OFFICE 
65 Ibid., p. 198. 
66Ibid., p. 223.  
67 Caroline Walker Bynum, Jesus as Mother: Studies in the Spirituality of the High Middle Ages (Los Angeles/London: University of 
California Press, 1984), pp. 110–69. 
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What she does ask for is something less: “Let him kiss me with the kiss of his mouth.” […] Felicitous, 

however, is this kiss of participation that enables us not only to know God but to love the Father, who 

is never fully known until he is perfectly loved.’68 

Bonaventura and Bernard are two of the highly influential writers of the twelfth and 

thirteenth centuries who were instrumental in shaping the ‘devotional template’ of the centuries to 

come (though of course, their writings were built on those of the Church Fathers before them). Hence, 

throughout the late Middle Ages, the rooting of affection as it was – and is – experienced acted as an 

inspiration for meditational treatises and guidelines for the devotional attitude. The cultivation of an 

affective attitude is also very much at play in the writings of later reformers, such as, for instance, in the 

writings of the Flemish inspirator of the popular Northern European Devotio Moderna movement, Geert 

Groote (1340–1384). In his treatise on ‘Four Classes Suitable for Meditation,’ we see him assigning 

great value to lived experience as the foundation for a devotional vocabulary: 

 

For it is necessary to make extended use of external writings, signs and images for a long 

time in our meditations […] So also the taste, the hunger and thirst, for things sensible 

can by analogy draw a sensible man to things divine, to a hunger, thirst and taste for 

things spiritual. […] Words and signs of things touched, tasted, or smelled make strong 

impressions (especially those of taste and touch, because they are conjoined to the things 

themselves), and they thus compel the soul to join itself and to adhere to spiritual realities 

the more firmly. […] Similarly the qualities peculiar to touch teach us to ascend to the 

heights of all love and peace. Spiritual touch is found in love of God and your neighbor 

[…]. The love of neighbor is usually and appropriately assigned to touch, for two reasons: 

first, because warmth is the positive and originating principle of all touch, while cold is its 

privative or secondary principle; second, because we touch each other in expressing and 

communicating love.69  

 

This quotation makes it clear that the deepening of spiritual devotion is fueled by sensual experience. 

Although Groote’s treatise emphasizes the importance of leaving the image and the sensual nature 

behind when progressing towards a greater spiritual and intellectual awareness of Christ’s true nature, 

                                                
68 Bernard of Clairvaux, On the Song of Songs, 8:2, 8:9, pp. 46 and 52. 
69 Geert Grote, ‘A Treatise on Four Classes of Subjects Suitable for Meditation: A Sermon on the Lord’s Nativity,’ in Devotio 
Moderna – Basic Writings, trans. John van Engen (New York: Paulist Press, 1988), p. 114. 
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he is less vigorous than Bernard when stating the metaphorical significance of touch and taste.70 

Similarly, the fundamental concept of imitation places a greater focus on imitating Christ’s human 

features – and thus less on imitating his divine, immaterial being.  

 

Imitatio Christi 

The forms of imitation consequently took on more specific and tangible shapes compared to the 

notions of spiritual (and purely intellectual) imitation in the early Middle Ages. During the thirteenth 

century, the popular concept of imitating Christ (imitatio Christi) followed the increased interest in 

Christ’s human condition and Christians became more occupied with imitating Christ’s humanity than 

his divinity.71 Salvation through imitation was no longer limited to the spiritual imitation of Christ, but 

was expanded to include imitation of his deeds and acts as well.72 The preoccupation with Christ’s 

humanity thus came to imply that it was necessary to imitate the life of Jesus while he walked the earth, 

and during the following centuries, everything that had been in touch with or present at the same time 

as Christ, the Virgin Mary, or the lives of the apostles became a potential object of imitation in ever 

more meticulous detail. For instance, it became increasingly common to imitate Christ’s actions, such 

as washing the feet of one’s guest or those of poor people as an act of charity, and monastic orders 

would inaugurate a monastery by sending one abbot and twelve monks – the number of the apostles.73 

And, as the information we have about these deeds today reveals, it was not only important to enact 

Christ’s deeds; it was equally important to document them. According to this logic, Christ’s role as a 

mediator had changed: now, the mediating role emphasized his visibility and humanity and turned Christ 

into an image of God for man to see and to mirror in his own human situation. The earlier ideal of 

spiritual imitation had also expanded and become accessible through actions. 

Mendicant orders and more informal religious orders, such as the Devotio Moderna 

movement that formed in the fourteenth century and became popular in the fifteenth century, 

especially in the Low Countries, were founded on humility and charitable works and turned Christ’s life 

on earth into a pattern for their behavior and communal tasks. However, the imitation of Christ’s 

charitable deeds did not exhaust the notion of the late medieval imitatio Christi. The notion of an 

                                                
70 Despite his sensual rhetoric, Bernard was constantly assuring his readers of the metaphorical meaning of his imagery – 
they were not intended to be taken literally. 
71 Constable, Three Studies, pp. 218–48. 
72 Ibid., pp. 169–93. Not all monastic orders were in complete agreement on this, but the majority were highly preoccupied 
with Christ’s humanity and with discussing how the faithful came closer to God through their human condition: see Walter 
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80–113. 
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inwardly directed spirituality was still paramount in Christian dogma, but what was new in the twelfth 

century was how it found different ways of operating on an embodied level.  

The life of Francis of Assisi serves as the most enlightening example of how late 

medieval spirituality resides not only in one’s acts and deeds, but also in one’s flesh. Francis did not 

only found one of the most influential mendicant orders, the Franciscans, who denounced worldly 

goods and actively engaged in charity and communal work; he also came to represent the ultimate 

devotee for centuries to come as he inexplicably received stigmata after having a vision of a six-winged 

seraph tied to a cross. Francis’s piety and reverence of Christ, epitomized in his vision on the mountain, 

resulted in a bodily imitation that was not just copied on the surface, but which was pierced into his flesh, 

as if it were a mark that entered the body from within rather than from without.74 It is difficult to think 

of a more intimate association with God than receiving the same wounds as Christ did when he was 

crucified. The authenticity of Francis’s devotion was guaranteed by his body’s likeness to God; that is, 

his body entered the service of his spirituality and carried the mark of a genuinely inner faith.  

Hence, the devout body became a vessel for virtuousness in both Francis’s story and also 

in many accounts of mystics, a notion which complicated the orthodox understanding of the body as a 

‘prison of sin.’75 In Francis’s story, the body is what enables the believer to reach the ultimate likeness 

to Christ. Somewhat simply put, the body, which was treated with caution in the early Middle Ages, 

became the means with which one could deepen one’s spirituality in the late Middle Ages. This does 

not necessarily imply that the body had returned to favor with the Church. However, the infusion of 

sensual and corporeal imagery into the Christian discourse on devotion as well as the examples of 

carnal marks of virtue manifested on St. Francis’s body contributed to a complication of what 

spirituality meant and led to new theories about inward spirituality in the thirteenth and fourteenth 

centuries. Inwardness became a bodily issue. 

The sacrament of the Eucharist serves as another example of a spiritual ritual where the 

body is the means by which inwardness – and thus imitation of Christ – comes about. From early on, 

the Eucharist was both a bodily and a spiritual gesture that was meant to evoke inwardness. In Gregory 

the Great’s wording, it was a ritual that bade the believer to ingest the spirit of Christ ‘in the two 

mouths of the body and of the heart, one to be eaten for redemption and the other to be “meditated 

                                                
74 In a letter to his friend Tommaso del Garbo, Petrarch also interprets the stigmata as an inwardly generated event: ‘Surely 
the stigmata of Francis has their origin in the fact that he embraced the death of Christ in so constant and powerful a 
meditation that, when in his mind he had for a long time transferred it on to himself and seemed to himself attached to the 
cross with his Lord, at last his pious thought (opinio) transferred the true image of the thing to his mind onto his body’; 
Petrarch, Ep. sen. 8.3, in Opera omnia (Basel, 1581); modern edition: Letters from Petrarch, trans. Morris Bishop 
(Bloomington/London: Indiana University Press, 1966), quoted in Constable, Three Studies, p. 219. 
75 Simons, ‘New Forms of Religious Life,’ p. 89. 
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with an intent mind on imitation.”’76 From the twelfth century onwards, the Eucharist became a ritual 

that began to weigh the individual experience of incorporation (to which Gregory refers) more highly 

than the communal function of the ritual.77 The Christian believer no longer meditated on the imitation 

of Christ through the ingestion of the bread; the bodily incorporation of Christ’s body – the becoming 

one with Christ in body and spirit – was the act of imitation itself.78  

Unification with Christ through bodily incorporation also began to play a decisive role in 

the vocabulary of devotion that appeared in the writings of mystics and theologians during the 

thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. The female mystics in particular projected a highly sensual and 

corporeal spirituality in the accounts of their ecstatic visions, which often involved a carnal union with 

Christ. Prominent mystic authorities like Hadewijch or Gertrude of Helfta wrote about their revelations 

in a language that was full of Eucharistic metaphors and matrimonial fantasies. In Hadewijch’s vision of 

Christ cited below, the body’s interiority makes way for the spirit’s inner union with Christ: 

  

He came in the form and clothing of a Man, as he was on the day when he gave his Body 

for the first time … he gave himself to me in the shape of the Sacrament, in its outward 

form … and then he gave me to drink from the chalice. … After that he came himself to 

me, took me entirely in his arms, and pressed me to him; and all my members felt his in 

full felicity, in accordance with the desire of my heart and my humanity. So I was 

outwardly satisfied and fully transported […] but soon […] I lost that manly beauty 

outwardly in the sight if his form. I saw him completely come to nought and so fade and 

all at once dissolve that I could no longer distinguish him within me. Then it was to me 

as if we were one without difference.79 

 

As this quotation reveals, the interior of the body comes to act as a metaphor for the interiority of the 

soul and thus the corporeal internalization of Christ comes to be a fully spiritual imitation. The idea of 

spiritual imitation took the sensual body of Christ and the bodily experience of the believer as its point 

of departure. 

                                                
76 Constable, Three Studies, p. 196 ff. 
77 Caroline Walker Bynum, Holy Feast and Holy Fast: The Religious Significance of Food to Medieval Women (Los Angeles: University 
of California Press, 1988), p. BOOK IN OFFICE 
78 Ibid., pp. 67–68: ‘Feast and fast, and the metaphors in which they were and preached, thus changed between the time of 
the early church and the high Middle Ages. To early Christian preachers, fast and feast joined the believer to the rhythm of 
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79 Hadewijch, quoted in Bynum, Holy Feast and Holy Fast, p. 156. BOOK IN OFFICE 
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The Sense of Meditation 

Together with the increased attention accorded to imitating the humanity of Christ, mystical theology 

and the accounts of mystical visions were important in distributing notions of a more embodied kind of 

meditation to a lay audience. As Hadewijch’s vision above indicates, mystical visions often related a 

personal encounter with Christ involving some kind of bodily exchange. St. Catherine of Siena, for 

instance, had a vision of Christ offering to let her drink from his side wound. Although this is perhaps 

a more extreme example, we see that a personal relationship to Christ is cultivated in the meditational 

manuals that became increasingly popular and generic in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. Books 

such as Meditations on the Life of Christ, Imitatio Christ, or The Vita Christi, all of which were meditational 

manuals, guided the reader through passages giving advice on virtuous behavior and reflection that 

relied on the traditional writings of twelfth- and thirteenth-century theologians and Christian thinkers 

(like Bonaventura or Bernard). However, the way they functioned as moral guides was by creating 

embodied scenarios that emulated situations that the reader would imagine themselves taking part in 

(and in this respect, the technique was in full accordance with the mnemotechnique of antiquity).80 

Written in dialogic form – the dialogues took shape either addressing ‘you, the reader,’ or ‘you, Christ,’ 

situating the reader as if in conversation with Christ – the books’ formal features staged an intimate 

relationship with Christ and personalized the Gospel’s message. Despite the prevalence of traditional 

advice to abandon the world and one’s carnal lusts and desires in such manuals, they simultaneously 

presented the reader with scenes from the life of Christ filled with descriptive details that offered the 

reader to imagine herself being present at the scene, such as this one from The Meditations on the Life of 

Christ:  

 

I bless and give Thee thanks, O Lord Jesus Christ, Thy hope of the Saints and their tower 

of strength in the day of tribulation, for the violent seizure of Thee by hateful enemies; 

for the audacity of Thy captors in laying unholy hands on Thee; for their fierce and angry 

looks, and the threatening shouts of those arrayed against Thee; for Thy rough and cruel 

binding and Thy close and savage detention; for the hasty and wild hurrying of Thee 

onward; and that foul treatment, when, with insulting blows and wild clamor, Thou wast 
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dragged to Thy death by a vile and vulgar rabble; whilst Thy dearest disciples fled in 

dismay, and with heavy sorrow and sadness gazed on Thee from afar.81 

 

The more descriptive details there were, the more one could generate the effect of a sensuous presence 

in the mind and create a virtual scene for the imagination. Via their imagination, the devotees, who 

longed to be near Christ, were offered a virtual opportunity of ‘having His life constantly before them, 

daily and hourly learning from Him. By more intimate acquaintance with Christ, they are not only 

drawn nearer to Him, but are drawn to love Him more deeply, to trust in Him more entirely, and 

become more like Him in their daily living.’82  

 The more particular the details were, the more one could familiarize oneself with the 

scene as if one were present oneself and the easier it was to ‘generate’ the prerequisite affections. A passage 

from a meditational handbook for girls written in 1454 testifies to the importance of ‘decorating’ 

inwardly visualized scenes from the Gospel with familiar features in order to evoke stronger feelings 

for them: 

 

The better to impress the story of the Passion on your mind, and to memorize each 

action of it more easily, it is helpful and necessary to fix the places and people in your 

mind: a city, for example, which will be the city of Jerusalem – taking for this purpose a 

city that is well known to you. In this city find the principal places in which all the 

episodes of the Passion would have taken place […]. 

 And then too you must shape in your mind some people, people well known to 

you, to represent for you the people involved in the Passion – the person of Jesus 

Himself, of the Virgin, [etc.…].  

 When you have done all this, putting all your imagination into it, then go into 

your chamber. Alone and solitary, excluding every external thought from your mind, start 

thinking of the beginning of the Passion, starting with how Jesus entered Jerusalem on 

the ass. Moving slowly from episode to episode, meditate on each one, dwelling on each 
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single stage and step of the story. And if at any point you feel a sensation of piety, stop: 

do not pass on as long as that sweet and devout sentiment lasts….83 

 

Having become acquainted with some general aspects of late medieval devotional culture – its 

fascination with Christ’s humanity, its ideal of love as the ultimate means of recognizing the being of 

Christ, and the reading exercises of embodied meditation as a means of cultivating that affect in the 

singular devotee – we shall now proceed to examine how images played a part in moving the spectator 

through sensuous means and how the development of visual theories gave way to a more affectively 

expressive visual style. 

 

What the Eyes See 

The mystics’ accounts of carnal unification with Christ derived from their visions; namely, their inner 

visualizations of a highly animated (and virtual) character involving all their senses. Often, those visions 

were described in such detail that it must be assumed that they were inspired by a sculpture or a 

painting.84 This brings us to the question of vision and the role assigned to ‘inner sight’ in meditation 

and spiritual devotion, and thus also brings us back to the question of what role the visible image came 

to play in late medieval spirituality. Concurrent with the increased interest in the humanity of Christ, 

the importance ascribed to affective and empathic devotion (compared to erudite knowledge of Christ), 

the rhetoric of carnal union between Christ and his bride, and the larger emphasis on imitation through 

Eucharistic incorporation or the reception of bodily marks such as stigmata, the notion of spiritual 

vision progressively came to provide the means of ‘getting in touch’ with Christ. What is characteristic of 

the late medieval period is not only that images of the inner eye, as projected by meditational manuals, 

were a means of getting closer to Christ, but also that the visible representation of Christ came to 

provide the means by which the outer eye could intimate him.  

 As already mentioned, the representations of the suffering Christ on the cross that 

appeared in the eleventh and twelfth centuries were meant to evoke compassion in the viewer, and 

gradually, during the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, imagery in the shape of the smaller private 

formats, which art historians have called Andachtsbilder, or in illuminations that accompanied the text in 

books of hours found more elaborate ways of appealing to the empathic and affective sympathy of the 

viewer. Such Andachtsbilder were increasingly ‘visual’ in the sense that they often presented Christ or the 
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(1989): 167–69.  



 47 

Virgin isolated from any narrative context; in other words, they abstracted a main figure in order to 

evoke a sense of presence and a sense of dialogue with the viewer or reader. But it was not only lay 

people who used imagery as an instrument of devotion: monasteries that had earlier been devoid of 

imagery also began decorating the walls of loggias and corridors with frescoes and reliefs during the 

thirteenth century.85 Images in general began to play a profound part in devotion. Accordingly, a 

profound change in the attitude towards images came about, together with a change in the 

understanding of sight and (inner) vision(s).  

 In the thirteenth century, scholastic philosophers were preoccupied with new optical 

theories based on ancient texts by Aristotle, Euclid, and Galen (amongst others) that had become 

available to scientific disciplines in Latin translation, as well as with the hugely influential texts on optics 

by the Islamic philosophers Alhacen, Avicenna, and Averroes that had adopted and expanded on the 

theories of the Greek writers.86 Latin scholars such as Bishop Robert Grosseteste (1169–1253) and the 

philosopher and Franciscan monk Roger Bacon (1214–1292) were influenced by the sophisticated 

theories of ‘intromission’ presented by the Islamic philosophers. The theory of intromission (which had 

also existed in ancient Greece) claimed that visual perception occurred in the eye, in that the rays 

emanating from visible things become perceptible once they encountered the eye (unrefracted), 

whereas the opposing ancient theory of ‘extramission’ claimed that perception occurred when rays that 

emanated from the eye encountered an object.87 Grosseteste’s version of the intromissionist theory 

stated that vision occurs when rays from an object – called species – touched the species of the eye (i.e., a 

substance equivalent to the substance of the thing perceived), but this process did not explain 

perception as such; perception could only occur when ‘the inner senses’ had processed what had been 

seen. The inner senses, which in Grosseteste’s case numbered four, though in earlier and later theories 

they could amount to either three or five, were located in the brain – as brain cells – and ordered the 

otherwise chaotic sense impressions. The sense impression was first ordered or ‘put together’ by what 

Grosseteste called the ‘common sense’ and then later the ‘imagination’ preserved the sense impression, 

whereupon it was evaluated by the ‘estimative sense’ and finally stored in the ‘memory.’88 Roger Bacon 

expanded on the theory of anatomical processes implicated in the act of vision and explained how a 

visual impression formed an image firstly through projections of the thing seen and secondly through 
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projections of perpendicular rays that are received by the optic nerves, which then finally join the two 

eyes’ perceived species together in one species that travels onwards as an image into the brain’s (in this 

case) five senses.89 The connection between what is seen and the one who sees it is established in the 

person who sees, and the connection is of a more material character than we might expect, since the 

species is a substance that puts the two in touch with each other. 

 

The Visible Image 

Concurrently with the development of optical theories, new theories of the imagination formed in 

monastic circles. As stated above, since early Christianity, true knowledge of God had been 

preconditioned on inward vision, and more specifically on a kind of vision that was devoid of images, 

as prescribed by Augustine’s concept of visio intellectualis. Following this theory, austere ideals of 

meditation saw inner images – phantasms – as posing a threat to one’s concentration and spiritual 

serenity, which was robustly expressed in the twelfth century by Bernard of Clairvaux, who pointed to 

the importance of ‘rais[ing] yourself above the phantasms of corporeal likenesses rushing in from every 

direction.’90  

 Contrasting with the alarmist warnings against phantasms was the conviction that inner 

images (which were also phantasms) had a fundamentally positive effect on the cultivation of one’s 

affective devotion to Christ, because love was also cultivated in the imagination. In his short but 

seminal text ‘Devotional Images and Imaginative Devotions: Notes on the Place of Art in Late 

Medieval Piety’, Sixten Ringbom explores the inherent contradiction that lies in the existence of 

devotional images and the supreme ideal of mystical devotion: that it should be absolutely imageless. 

Despite their ideals of imageless meditation, Ringbom ascribes the increased importance of the 

Andachtsbild in devotional culture to the mystics and sees their devotional politics and practices as 

having exercised great influence on the lay use of devotional imagery in the fourteenth and fifteenth 

centuries.91 This stemmed, amongst other things, from the numerous supernatural experiences with 

pictures or sculptures that flourished in late medieval mystical accounts. Such accounts described how 

pictures during prayer and meditation before an image – be it Christ on the Cross, the Man of Sorrows, 

or the Madonna and Child – would come alive and turn towards, squirt bodily fluids at, or talk to the 

praying subject. St. Catherine of Alexandria, for instance, was awarded a vision of Christ moving 
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towards her after having contemplated an icon of the Madonna and Child.92 St. Catherine of Genoa 

formed another kind of intense relationship with an image, experiencing a sense of being ‘pierced 

through her very marrow with pain and love by the bitter passion which the Lord had took upon 

Himself out of love for us’ whenever she looked upon the image of the pieta hanging in her chamber.93 

St. Catherine’s response to seeing the pietà echoes St. Francis’s vision that left him with stigmata in that 

it affects her body; her compassion is so strong that she feels it in her flesh.  

 In these cases, the spiritual visions that involved imagery were not considered inauthentic 

due to their corporeal point of departure (the visible image); rather, it was the picture’s sense of a 

corporeal presence of Christ or the Virgin that gave the vision its authenticity and the mystic her 

religious power. Spiritual vision came to take corporeal vision as a point of departure, leading to the 

imagination being valued more highly than it had been in Augustine’s triad. As Ringbom makes clear:  

 

The distinction between images in this [psychological] sense, and images as artefacts, was 

not, any more than the absolute ideal of imageless devotion, strictly maintained even by 

the spiritual élite. Corporeal and spiritual images were regarded as legitimate accessories 

of devotion and a certain ambiguity makes itself felt in the terminology. The fact that the 

formative power of art for the apparitions was clearly recognized, also contributed to a 

gradual rapprochement of ‘images’ in the sense of mental pictures and ‘images’ in the sense 

of works of art.94  

 

According to Ringbom, the development of the attitude in mystical images significantly contributed to 

the way in which lay people used and engaged with images in private devotion. During the fourteenth 

and fifteenth centuries, lay people began acquiring both illuminated private prayer books and private 

images in large numbers, illustrating that images played an important part in late medieval devotional 

culture. Also, indulgences began to be accorded to specific prayers addressed to images, solidifying 

devotion to images as a possible road to salvation on a large societal scale.  

 However, we should be careful of thinking that only lay tastes were responsible for the 

proliferation of images in devotional culture. Jeffrey Hamburger supplements Ringbom’s reflections on 

the use of images in mystic meditation with a thorough study of the mystical concept of speculatio. 

Speculatio, meaning something close to ‘imaginary contemplation,’ gave a name to the meditation 

between sense perception and intellectual activity, and according to theologians and scholars such as 
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Heinrich Suso, Bonaventura, Richard of St. Victor, and Thomas Aquinas, this process was above all 

governed by the imagination.95 Imagination, in other words, was not rejected due to its reliance upon 

the senses, but was regarded as a useful, necessary means of coming spiritually closer to Christ. The 

nun and mystic Gertrude of Helfta experienced a vision in which Christ offered her an explanation of 

the use of images: 

 

But when she wondered why the Lord, on this and on so many other occasions, had 

instructed her with so corporeal a vision, the Lord […] said to her: ‘Just as formerly the 

manner and progression of my passion and resurrection were revealed to the prophets by 

mystical images and similitudes of things, so also in the present spiritual and invisible 

things can only be explained to the human intellect by means of similitudes of things 

perceived by the mind. And that is why no one ought to despise what is revealed by 

means of bodily things, but ought to study anything that would make the mind worthy of 

tasting the sweetness of spiritual delights through the likeness of bodily things’.96 

 

Christ’s answer to Gertrude testifies to the softening conception of how the sensuous world related to 

the spiritual world that gained new ground in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. In Gertrude’s 

vision, Christ presents the rule that ‘mystical imagery’ is not only useful for the novice of meditation, 

but also a precondition for reaching a higher understanding. In Hamburger’s words, on the one hand, the 

formation of the inner image was the result of the processing of a sense impression and what made it 

possible to think about or to relate (mentally and emotionally) to what one saw with one’s eyes, while 

on the other, the inner image – and inward speculation – referred to man’s likeness to God and to the 

‘inner vision’ with which one could see God.97 Speculatio thus formed the bridge between external sight 

and inner vision, between God’s visible kingdom and his invisible nature, and allowed for a more 

complex conceptualization of the relationship between body and soul than could be rendered possible 

by any austere dualism.98 This theological change in attitudes towards the imagination, in Hamburger’s 

view, is also part of the reason why monasteries began decorating their previously whitewashed walls 

with images around the thirteenth century.  

 Both Ringbom’s and Hamburger’s studies confirm that sight came to play a different 

role: far from being unreliable, the visible changed its status during the thirteenth century to become 
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something that could potentially harbor the truth. Consequently, the vocabulary of representation and 

imitation changed. As Steven Perkinson has shown in his study of the concept of likeness from the 

thirteenth to the fifteenth centuries, the word species, which earlier denoted a merely ‘incidental 

appearance,’ changed during the thirteenth century to become something that ‘authors came to 

understand […] as being intimately connected to the essential qualities of the thing or the concept that 

it rendered visible.’99 For Roger Bacon, a given thing’s species referred to the whole thing, its essence, not 

just its surface appearance as it had earlier. Perkinson also shows that the word portraire (assembled 

from the Latin words pro and trahere meaning to ‘draw out’ something), which we find in La Roman de la 

Rose, amongst others, brings about the idea that a surface appearance can express hidden qualities.100 To 

thirteenth-century philosophers, the body and soul formed a unified, somatic whole; a conception that 

had a great impact on how the body was represented.101 In other words, the understanding of the 

relationship between depth and surface, between essence and attributes, underwent a transformation 

implying that images gained a different kind of power. The image was able to mediate a truth by visual 

means, which was something profoundly new and different from earlier conceptions of the image. In 

this sense, the eye was able to ‘get in touch’ with the invisible, something to which only abstract 

intellectual contemplation had given access in theological theories in the early Middle Ages. Each of the 

new theories regarding the image, according to Perkinson, ‘carries within it the assumption that the 

visual perception of a relic – whether painting or impressed cloth – can generate an optical response 

that is analogous to the experience of viewing the original, the face of Christ.’102  

Cynthia Hahn argues that the new theories of vision account for the change in theories 

of visual impact. Whereas early medieval descriptions of encounters with images often took place as an 

instantaneous event, like a shock or a brief miraculous moment of interaction with an image, often due 

to divine intervention, the late medieval theorists prescribe (slow) contemplation before an image as an 

action that gives way to an emotional impact and the ensuing personal transformation that was so 

sought after in devotional culture.103 Hahn writes that looking at an image of Christ was similar to 

reading in that it took time; it demanded an active engagement on the part of the viewer. 

 

 

 

                                                
99 Stephen Perkinson, The Likeness of the King: A Prehistory of Portraiture in Late Medieval France (Chicago/London: Chicago 
University Press, 2009), p. 62. 
100 Ibid., p. 53. 
101 Ibid., p. 47. 
102 Ibid., p. 80 
103 Hahn, ‘Visio Dei.’ 
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Eyes that Touch and Taste 

As we have thus far considered some dominant tendencies in late medieval devotional culture, it is 

evident that the devotee’s longing to be near Christ and to identify with him was nourished as well as 

furthered by both textual and pictorial representations. However, vision became a primary metaphor 

for the believer’s access to God; seeing Him before one’s (inner) eye was a way of becoming one with 

Him. In particular, the idea of complete union with Christ, which was fostered in the Eucharistic ritual 

or in the fantasies of uniting in holy matrimony like a bride and groom as in Bernard of Clairvaux’s 

Sermons on the Song of Songs, rubbed off on the theories of vision and consequently also on the visible 

images, as will become more evident in the following chapters.  

 It is noticeable that we find a contradictory conception of vision at the heart of late 

medieval visual theories. The more attention that is given to inwardness in piety, the more the 

devotional vocabulary overflows with metaphors of vision that ‘tastes,’ ‘touches,’ or ‘pierces the flesh,’ 

just as Catherine’s sight of the pietà image did. Correspondingly, vision and incorporation merged in 

mystical conceptions of the Eucharist during the thirteenth century, where female mystics like Gertrude 

of Helfta and Hadewijch began describing the ingestion of the bread and wine as giving rise to inner 

visualizations of Christ (we shall return to this circumstance in the next chapter on consumption).104 

This vocabulary acknowledges that sight is a sense that works at a distance; it is not literally in touch with 

what it sees. Thus, due to the ideals of affective and inward devotion that plead for close contact with 

Christ, the vocabulary of vision took on sense metaphors that move beyond visual representation, 

especially those of taste and touch.105 This vocabulary also rests on love mysticism’s ideal of ecstatic 

vision – a kind of vision that goes beyond the sensible, but which is filled with affection, a kind of 

purified love for Christ.  

 Hence, by the late Middle Ages, sight had become a sense with profound value for the 

subject seeking to deepen his love for Christ. The visible has the potential to affect, to move, and to 

transform the inner configuration of the viewing subject, because the visible surface visualizes the 

spiritual, invisible depth. Moreover, sight is capable of ‘looking beyond’ (of touching or tasting) that 

which it sees and is thus no longer sharply separated from the inner vision, but provides affective 

stimuli for the inner eye – and thus also the soul.  

 

 

 
                                                
104 Édouard Dumoutet, Le désir du voir l’hostie et les origines de la dévotion au Saint-Sacrement (Paris: G. Beauchesne, 1926), pp. 16–
17. 
105 Fraeters, ‘Visio/Vision,’ p. 187. 
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Particularity and Details – Realistic Images 

As demonstrated in the previous passages, late medieval theology and meditational theory strived to 

find ways to argue in favor of sensuous representation despite its seeming incompatibility with God’s 

metaphysical constitution, thereby approving of the affective power of images that were necessary for 

cultivating a strong commitment to and the most important devotional attitude towards Christ, that of 

love. Meditational guidelines stressed the need for images because these images provided a focal point 

for concentration and because visually detailed accounts of the Gospel provided an excellent means of 

‘impressing one’s image in one’s mind’ or to ‘paint [Christ’s] image in one’s heart,’ as Aelred of 

Rievaulx formulated it.106 Images were thus seen as helpful for turning one’s attention inward and for 

creating an interior image; that is, an image with emotional meaning for the individual believer.  

 However, the inevitable threat of meditative stagnation was always there. There was not 

and never has been a conciliatory solution to the inherent conflict between meditative ideals of 

imageless abstraction and the human psyche’s attraction to images and sensuous experience in reality. 

David Freedberg summarizes the dilemma in his classic The Power of Images:  

  

A danger lurks in this yoking of imagination and sense perception. Real images may 

attract and guide the imagination more immediately and effectively than mental ones; but 

if it is their formal qualities that serve as the means of attraction, what guarantee is there 

that imagination will not remain with the pleasures of sense, and tarry at that easy 

juncture, instead of passing on to the next stages of concentration and reconstitution?107 

 

This quandary concerns every single representation of the divine, but it reaches a certain pressure when 

the images begin to include more of the visible, human world. As shown in the introduction to this 

dissertation, the late fourteenth and fifteenth centuries distinguish themselves from earlier eras in that 

they create virtual scenes of the life of Christ situated in recognizable land or cityscapes, bringing to the 

canvas great attention to particular details. The so-called realism that infused paintings and book 

illuminations of biblical motifs was in many ways the visual equivalent of the meditative manuals’ 

request that the believer choose, for instance, a familiar city as a personal model of Jerusalem. 

However, instead of conjuring images in the imagination, those images are displayed before the 

viewer’s eyes. In this case, the pleasure of looking not only stems from the beauty of the masterly 

executed oil technique; the pictures also appeal to the pleasure of recognition and to humbling 
                                                
106 Aelred of Rievaulx, quoted in Ringbom, Icon to Narrative, p. 16. I do not have the reference to Aelred, since the book is in 
my office. 
107 Freedberg, The Power of Images, p. 187. 
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emotions such as empathy and compassion – something quite different from awe and reverence for the 

beautiful and the sacred. Freedberg rightly points out that the increased attention to particularity 

cultivates a gradually stronger sense of intimacy in the pictures of the fourteenth and especially the 

fifteenth centuries. Pointing to the ‘familiarization’ of devotional imagery – that is, the foregrounding of 

the human condition of Christ’s Passion and Mary’s grief in visual representations – he argues that 

precisely this, the particularized traits of Christ’s and Mary’s appearances, is what brings about empathy 

and emotional identification: ‘The degree of effectiveness of an image and the response it evokes is 

directly related to its particularity.’108 This, in Freedberg’s view, is a result of the natural human 

inclination to attach itself to a recognizable representation: ‘We spontaneously and inexorably seek to 

invest representation with the marks of the familiar. […] This is why the meditational manuals insist on 

the intimate and familiar.’  

 Freedberg’s point seems self-evident from a modern perspective, but there was in fact 

also an incipient coupling between intimacy and particularity in late medieval culture. The Italian poet 

Petrarch (1304–1374) stresses the importance of sharing insignificant, particular details when forming 

intimate friendships, as the classical scholar Kathy Eden expounds in her book on the rediscovery of 

intimacy in Renaissance writers. She shows that Petrarch finds one of the hallmarks of letter-writing to 

be ‘particularity – the particular details […] that make a difference,’ and elaborates: ‘In defense of the 

details that crowd his own epistolary descriptions, Petrarch reminds his friend and benefactor Giovanni 

Colonna of his request when they parted that Petrarch not “[spare] my pen nor . . . strive for brevity or 

ornamentation, nor [select] only the most interesting things, but rather [cover] them all.”’109 Hence, the 

insignificant things are also worth mentioning because they represent, or adhere to, the particularity of 

the person in question. 

 The ‘particular’ can be defined as an attribute that is distinct to a person, object, 

landscape, or situation; it is of a small (particularis in Latin refers to a ‘small part’) or seemingly 

insignificant nature and thus takes shape as details. In his study of the detail in the history of painting, 

Daniel Arasse shows how the art of painting at its origin in the fifteenth century was tightly bound to 

the appearance of details and thus also with a mode of representation that evokes an intimate 

relationship with the viewer, not only in the sense that it demands that the viewer step closer in order 

to see the details, but also in that the painter invites the viewer to consider the personal signatures that 

are often concealed in more or less hidden details. The attention given to the particular in paintings and 
                                                
108 Ibid., p. 178, a point also emphasized in James Marrow, Passion Iconography, p. 11: ‘The down-to-earth, narrative format of 
the Meditationes vitae Christi written for a Poor Clare, reflects the fact that an abstract and theoretical approach to religious 
experience did not satisfy the longings of many of those who had recently embraced the religious vocation, particularly the 
ones who were unschooled.’ 
109 Kathy Eden, The Renaissance Rediscovery of Intimacy (Chicago/London: Chicago University Press, 2012), p. 56. 
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the margins of book illuminations is, in other words, a characteristic trait of an intimate conversation 

between a singular viewer and the subtle features that a painter includes in a painting.110 However, 

Arasse also notes that we should be careful when assigning this kind of intimacy between painter and 

viewer to all religious images of the fifteenth century. In his view, realistic effects in (certain) Italian 

quattrocento paintings should be viewed according to the mnemotechnical principle of meditational 

manuals; the figures and objects in such images were meant to be stored in the beholder’s memory and 

the detailed rendition of each figure allowed them to serve as sense impressions that resonated with the 

viewer’s embodied imagination. The realism did not encompass the spatial structure of these pictures, 

which lacked linear perspective, but as Arasse points out, the lack of perspective served the purpose of 

giving each immobile figure a particular space for the 

viewer, who needed fixed spots for each ‘memory 

station.’111 How this observation lends itself to the 

Northern Renaissance will be considered in what 

follows. 

 

The Question of Realism – A Recurrent Issue 

of Debate 

The detailed nature of Flemish painting implied a high 

degree of naturalism; the details were not of the 

fantastical, ornate kind (as in the Lindisfarne Gospels, 

for instance), but rather depictions of the natural 

world that revealed a meticulous awareness of how 

things looked. To pick a generic example, we will look 

at Hans Memling’s Annunciation, which places the 

Virgin in a traditional chamber, depicting her half-

kneeling in front of a lectern, half-turning towards the 

archangel Gabriel, who brings the news of her pregnancy (ill. 1.5).  

 

In this scene, Memling adds details to the chamber that make it appear as though the events were 

taking place in an actual room from an upper-class fifteenth-century home, with windowsills and floor 

                                                
110 Daniel Arasse, Le détail: pour une histoire rapprochée de la peinture (Paris: Flammarion, 1996), p. 12. 
111 Daniel Arasse, ‘Entre dévotion et culture: fonctions de l’image religieuse au xve siècle,’ in Faire Croire. Modalités de la 
diffusion et de la réception des messages religieux du XXII au XV siècles. Actes de table ronde de Rome (22–23 juin 1979) (Rome: École 
française de Rome, 1981), pp. 133–34. 

1.5. Hans Memling, The Annunciation, 1480-1489, oil on 
wood, Metropolitan Museum of Art. 
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tiles in the contemporary style with a bed decorated with red drapery and a wooden cupboard, on top 

of which sits a carafe of water, a bundled rope taper, and an empty candleholder. Painted with 

painstaking attention to the way each material is shaped and the different ways in which it reflects light 

and shade, we can see how Memling’s technique makes every single golden thread in Gabriel’s luscious 

brocade bend and catch the light according to how it falls, and likewise how it makes every single jewel 

on the edges of the Virgin Mary’s garb appear with minuscule highlights and perfectly cast shadows. 

Even the clasps on the cupboard reflect light from the window, as real metal would. Likewise, the glass 

carafe and candlestick on top of the cupboard appear with marvelously rendered highlights and smoky 

and clearly defined shadows respectively, befitting each object’s material. Memling depicts the objects 

as if they are before his very eyes, an effect which promotes the staging of the drama as if it too appears 

before his eyes, before the viewer. 

 Panofsky (in)famously raised the question as to what the occurrence of naturalism in 

fifteenth-century painting implied in the context of Geistesgeschichte. What did it mean – in the Christian 

system of representation – that a sacred scene was depicted as if it were taking place in an ordinary, 

contemporary-looking room? And what happens to the value of traditional symbolic objects – such as 

the glass carafe penetrated by light, which refers to the immaculate conception of the Virgin, or the 

candlestick that represents the Virgin as the coming ‘bearer of light’ – when they appear as ordinary-

looking objects? ‘If we did not know its symbolical implications from hundreds of other 

Annunciations,’ Panofsky stresses, ‘we could not possibly infer from this one picture that it is more 

than a nice still-life feature.’112 Objects appearing in a space governed by the rule of perspective do not 

communicate their symbolic significance as unambiguously as they would in a laterally structured 

representation, a significant feature of thirteenth-century illuminations, that shows no respect for 

temporal and spatial coherence and thus blends Old Testament figures into a New Testament scene 

and incorporates fantastical beings next to – or on top of or below – earthly humans, demonstrating 

‘no regard for empirical probability or even possibility’.113 In other words, in such characteristic 

depictions of the medieval symbolic style, the symbolism is what justifies the object’s or figure’s 

inclusion in the picture.  

 In Memling’s picture, the consideration for the rules governing empirical space structures 

the representation of the Annunciation – or other scenes from the Gospel. However, as Panofsky 

rightly objected, ‘the world of art could not at once become a world of things devoid of meaning’ as a 

result of the obvious lack of symbolism. The claim behind Panofsky’s reasoning seems to be that the 

                                                
112 Panofsky, Early Netherlandish Painting, p. 142.  
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advent of naturalism threatened the meaningfulness of Christian symbolism. But as it turns out, 

Panofsky sees naturalism to be a painterly gesture that endows every appearance with meaning, 

captured in the oxymoronic concept that he called ‘disguised symbolism.’ In a remarkable line of 

argument, Panofsky claimed that for the painters, ‘a way had to be found to reconcile the new 

naturalism with a thousand years of Christian tradition; and this attempt resulted in what may be 

termed concealed or disguised symbolism as opposed to open or obvious symbolism.’114 Panofsky then 

explains that open symbolism corresponds to simply spelling out allegories – such as painting a pelican 

as a symbol of the Virgin’s piety next to other allegorical objects that are beyond any spatial logic – 

whereas disguised symbolism involves ‘hiding’ those allegories in, for instance, miniature reliefs in 

naturalistically rendered architecture or in sculpture groups protruding from an armrest, so that the 

symbols abide by the law of empirical appearance (ill. 1.6).115 

 

 
1.6. Robert Campin’s workshop, Annunciation triptych (Mérode Altarpiece), c. 1427–1432, oil on wood, Metropolitan Museum 
of Art. 

 

In other words, the symbolism is ‘disguised’ because the object does not look symbolic, but 

corresponds to naturalistic rules of representation. However, as mentioned above, naturalism was in 

fact a way of endowing every object with meaning, as the two methods ‘genuine[ly] correlate,’ as 

Panofsky claimed: ‘The more the painters rejoiced in the discovery and reproduction of the visible 
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world, the more intensely did they feel the need to saturate all of its elements with meaning. 

Conversely, the harder they strove to express new subtleties and complexities of thought and 

imagination, the more eagerly did they explore new areas of reality.’116  

 Naturalism and symbolism thus – surprisingly – go hand in hand in Flemish paintings, 

and from this follows the theory’s logic: the more naturalistic the space and objects appear, the more 

saturated with symbolism the paintings are. This seemingly paradoxical correlation of naturalism and 

symbolism is personified in the work of Jan van Eyck, whose paintings render the symbolic significance 

of each object with as much clarity as its naturalistic appearance. Compared to Robert Campin, whose 

paintings do not clearly communicate either a coherent, convincing space or the symbolic connotations 

of the objects, Jan van Eyck brings the correlation to culmination.117  

 Panofsky’s idea of ‘disguised symbolism’ was in its own time a concept that attempted to 

offer a fundamental definition of the style of the Flemish primitives and to explain the relationship 

between traditional iconography and new stylistic inventions using the terminology of 

Geistesgeschichte.118 However, the suggestion that the painters’ budding interest in the natural world 

caused a greater permeation of Christian symbolism into the visual arts was in many ways a problematic 

claim, because Panofsky’s concept was rooted in a complicated pair of words: ‘disguised symbolism.’ 

The problem with this term lies in the circumstance that although Jan van Eyck’s pictorial inventions 

are sophisticated, there is nothing ‘disguised’ about their symbolism at all. The symbols are there; they 

are as visible as they are in the fantastical book illuminations, and it is difficult to imagine that their 

(well-educated) patrons did not recognize them. And additionally, even Jan van Eyck deviates from 

naturalistic depiction in order to emphasize symbolic meaning. When he paints the Madonna in the 

church, he enlarges her to unnatural proportions so that ‘his picture represents, not so much “a Virgin 

Mary in a church” as “The Virgin Mary as The Church.”’119 Here, Panofsky interprets van Eyck’s play 

of proportioned naturalism and disproportioned symbolism as communicating ‘a deviation from nature 

which, deliberately retained within the framework of a naturalistic style, makes us aware of the fact that 

this wealth of physical detail, so carefully observed and reconstructed, is dominated by a metaphysical 

idea.’120 

                                                
116 Ibid., p. 142. 
117 Ibid., pp. 142–45. Panofsky’s argument is imprecise, however, when he uses Jan van Eyck’s Madonna in the Church as the 
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‘Symbol and Meaning,’ p. 150–52. 
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 According to Panofsky’s analysis of The Madonna in the Church, van Eyck’s style transposes 

the logic of symbolic representations, which is governed by disproportion and displacements, into a 

naturalistic setting. In this sense, van Eyck is still mediating the age-old Christian idea to which 

Panofsky also draws attention; namely, that ‘physical objects are […] “corporeal metaphors of things 

spiritual.”’121 In other words, van Eyck’s paintings do not completely follow the demands of naturalism, 

and thus they cannot be said to have radically broken with the Christian system of representation. What 

they do is cause the categories between the symbolic picture, which mediates the invisible, and the 

realistic picture, which mediates the visible reality, to collapse, as Jeffrey Hamburger argues in an article 

that aims to assess the distinct style of van Eyck’s attention to materialism. Hamburger qualifies van 

Eyck’s attention to each object’s material appearance as a unique style of painterly representation that 

seeks to endow what is represented with an aura that mimics the aura of the reliquary or the Eucharist; 

that is, a symbolic form that transgresses the order of the visible in and of its material constitution.122 In 

Hamburger’s view, van Eyck’s realism is a particular kind of symbolic realism that differs from his 

colleagues and successors.  

 It is possible to object to Panofsky’s concept of ‘disguised symbolism,’ and his idealistic 

line of argumentation that places van Eyck at the pinnacle of this conceptual development only works 

due to van Eyck’s style. The affective style of other contemporary painters such as Rogier van der 

Weyden may cause us to wonder whether ‘disguised symbolism’ exhausts the premise of naturalism in 

these paintings. Thus asks James Marrow in his seminal text on ‘reactive figures,’ which I mentioned at 

the beginning of this chapter and which was formulated as a criticism of Panofsky’s concept of 

disguised symbolism that was dominating the interpretational models of Netherlandish painting at the 

time. Marrow claimed that the invention of naturalism served other purposes than refining the 

symbolic language of Christianity because the objects appearing in fifteenth-century paintings all 

followed a traditional symbolism.123 The real invention was the affective style: naturalism paved the way 

for emotionally complex facial expressions and bodily gestures that communicated a variety of 

reactions to the Passion of Christ in particular. Marrow represents a different strand of scholarship to 

Panofsky’s focus on iconography, a strand that is more interested in the function of naturalistic 

imagery; that is, the purpose that the paintings served for their viewers and the effect of the invention 

of naturalism on this purpose.  
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 In Marrow’s view, the employment of reactive figures in paintings testifies to the 

development of a new relationship between the image and the viewer, and this relationship effectuates 

or is conditioned by the viewer’s growing self-consciousness. He explains his chain of reasoning by 

demonstrating that the development of the affective pictorial style first began in the thirteenth century, 

where it was characterized by stylized gestures and fixed references to literary sources, and then took 

shape in the fourteenth century as the Andacthsbild; an image that isolated the holy figure and thus 

staged an intimate ‘conversation’ with the viewer in order to evoke an empathic response. In the late 

fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, neither the pictorial style nor the literate style of prayer books and 

meditational manuals found it sufficient to leave the response up to the viewer or reader. Instead, both 

texts and pictures began to describe the appropriate reaction or to depict the passionate response, as 

Rogier’s paintings do. Marrow sees this intense preoccupation with the behavior of the devout as a 

cultivation of self-consciousness. The naturalistic style of the Flemish painters, initiated by the French 

book illuminators Jean Pucelle and the Boucicaut Master, cultivates self-consciousness in that it often 

addresses the position of the viewer in the painting – for instance, by changing perspective in two 

illuminations of the same motif (Boucicaut Master) or, as van Eyck famously did in The Arnolfini 

Wedding, by painting a mirror on the rear wall that shows the witnesses to the depicted scene standing 

outside the painting. Likewise, Marrow calls attention to the increase in direct appeals to the beholder 

made by figures in the painting or by mirrors depicting skulls in which the viewer is supposed to reflect 

her own image as another way of promoting self-consciousness: ‘For the artists who fashioned our 

representations of a skull in a mirror, just as for van Eyck, the work of art now makes overt claims 

upon that which is external to it, that is on the world of the beholder, including the beholder himself.’124  

 Marrow’s article is central to this present study of intimacy because it also seeks to 

identify the psychological implications of the pictures beginning to address the viewer and to include 

representatives of the viewing position within the picture. This breach of distance certainly seeks to 

intimate to the viewer that the pictures have an agenda: ‘Far from just conveying information, these 

images openly seek to change the behavior of their audience.’125 While I agree with Marrow that the 

images sought to alter their viewer, I am not sure that the ‘cultivation of self-consciousness’ offers 

sufficient explanation of the kind of psychological effect that these self-aware images had on their 

viewing audience. As will be made clear in the following chapters, I have chosen alternative motifs to 

mirrors, skulls, and scenes from the Fall in order to examine the characteristic pictorial address and 

thus my perspective differs slightly. For now, I can say that I do not believe that the ‘promotion of self-
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consciousness’ offers an explanation of why the images became popular – something more must 

accompany the idea of self-awareness in order to explain how the pictures are part of a psychical 

economy, and this hypothesis includes all kinds of pictorial address regardless of their motif. 

 I have presented James Marrow’s study as a contrast to Panofsky’s iconographical theory 

first of all because I see Marrow’s analysis of the occurrence of ‘reactive figures’ as offering the most 

succinct characterization of the fifteenth-century painterly style. Nevertheless, Marrow was not the first 

to voice interpretations that offered an alternative to iconographical focus – there are, naturally, several 

other important art historical studies that seek to explain the meaning of realism and its effect on its 

Flemish audience. Curiously, two of the most canonical publications that have influenced the scholarly 

field of Netherlandish painting, which are continuously cited in scholarly accounts of Flemish art, are 

actually studies of Italian painting, respectively Sixten Ringbom’s Icon to Narrative: The Rise of the Dramatic 

Close-up in Fifteenth-Century Painting (1965) and Hans Belting’s Das Bild und sein Publikum im Mittelalter: 

Form und Funktion früher Bildtafeln der Passion (1981). However, each publication’s theoretical discussion 

of the category of the Andachtsbild and its development also brought valuable perspectives to the study 

of Flemish painting.  

 Both scholars are preoccupied with discerning the nature of the relationship between the 

form of the Andachtsbild and its function. The notion of pictorial function is particularly relevant in 

relation to the Andachtsbild because its typical motifs do not illustrate specific textual sources – its 

function thus cannot be directly compared to a textual narrative. For instance, Christ depicted as the 

Man of Sorrows, rising from his grave, is a scene that is nowhere to be found in the New Testament – 

Christ had already departed when the women came to search for him at the grave.126 Similarly, the 

motif of the Virgin and Child stems from the Byzantine icon – a purely pictorial invention. Hence, the 

Andachtsbilder inevitably invites reflection on the role that images played in devotional culture.  

 Ringbom’s classic study traces the popularity of the so-called half-length portrait in 

devotional images in fifteenth-century paintings and, more specifically, examines how and why these 

devotional half-length portraits became increasingly dramatized. The ‘dramatic close-up,’ as Ringbom 

calls it, designates the fifteenth-century elaboration of the classic Andachtsbild, which typically displays 

Christ in half-length figure as the Man of Sorrows ‘isolated […] from all historical fixation in space and 

time’ and which was dramatized with minimal effects in the fifteenth century by the addition of figures 

(in this regard, Ringbom’s points are similar to Marrow’s) (ill. 1.7). This simple and minimal addition of 

figures adds a drama to the scene, which accentuates the empathy and intimacy that were already 
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evoked in the Andachtsbild. The Andachtsbild brought with it an intimate relationship to the viewer, 

Ringbom states: 

 

The intimate qualities of the half-length icon made it particularly well-suited for the 

private devotion and profound empathy of the individual. Its character of a ‘close-up’ 

gave to meditation the immediacy of a quiet conversation; it had the ‘nearness’ so dear to 

the God-seeking devout […]. By rendering the subject in isolation from the narrative 

context, the artist stressed the emotional element of the motif, giving predominance to 

expression instead of action.127 

 

The Andacht addressed to an image of the deity hence differs from a cultic reverence in that its 

‘intended function’ concerned ‘private edification, prayer and meditation’ whereas the cult image 

functioned as a receptacle that mainly stood in the service of God.128 As stated, it was a pictorial style 

addressed to the individual; a point to which Panofsky had also already called attention in an early 

canonical article on the imago pietatis, where he argued that this kind of image offered the viewer’s 

‘betrachtenden Einzelbewusstsein die Möglichkeit zu einer kontemplative Versenkung in den 

betrachtenden Inhalt zu geben.’129 Again, we see the idea of consciousness being stimulated in the 

intimate meeting with the expressive image. 

What interests Ringbom, meanwhile, is the question of how the ‘intimate quality’ of the late medieval 

Andachtsbild maintains its effect in the fifteenth century, which gradually shifts the framing of the 

isolated figure from an empty, undefined space to more situated spaces with the addition of figures. It 

moves, in other words, from a representational model that echoes static icons to narratives through the 

addition of characters and thus a sense of drama.130  
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130 Ringbom, Icon to Narrative, p. 71: ‘On the pages to follow, however, an attempt will be made to give an exposition of 
similar developments of single icons where the desired effect of the Andachtsbild has been achieved by the introduction of 
additional figures who have been integrated into the image by means of a uniting narrative context. This is a development 
which for the most part takes place during the fifteenth century. We can say that this century saw the rise of the half-length 
narrative, a compositional form which was to have a far-reaching importance for later European painting, creating the 
possibility of rendering in a close-up the subtlest emotional relationships expressed with a minimum of dramatic scenery.’ 
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1.7. Rogier van der Weyden, The Lamentation, ca. 1441, oil on wood, Royal Museum of Fine Arts of Belgium. 

 

In Ringbom’s view, this kind of dramatization, which brings about a sense of realism, is a question of 

persuasion: ‘What does distinguish fifteenth-century close-ups from their fourteenth-century 

forerunners is the illusionism created by means of new ways of representing space, volume, lighting and 

texture as well as new devices in the field of physiognomical and expressive representation. In short, 

fifteenth-century Andachtsbilder are more “realistic,” and, if it is conceded that realism is a means of 

persuasion, fifteenth-century Andachtsbilder are also more persuasive.’131  

 According to Hans Belting, the increasingly elaborate realism of fifteenth-century 

paintings can, similar to Ringbom’s conviction, be seen as only a refinement of the Andachtsbild’s appeal 

to the viewer’s empathic identification. Belting also builds on Panofsky’s point about the picture type’s 

contemplative invitation to the beholder and the dialogic structure of the figure’s evident address to the 

viewer.132 And this invitation to dialogue is precisely the invention of a new pictorial rhetoric, ‘Die 

Anpassung an die “Sprachform” der Bildtafel ist die Anpassung an eine neue Funktion’; a function that 

elaborates its style – that is, its specific address to the viewer – in its privately designed format: ‘In 

kleinem Format und zu kleinem Preis hergestellt, erschloss das intime Tafelbild der Malerei ein neues 

                                                
131 Ibid., p. 215. 
132 Belting, Das Bild und sein Publikum, p. 76: ‘Ihre psychologischen Vorteile sieht er [Panofsky] in einer Intimität, die dem 
Betrachter das Erlebnis der Zwiesprache und zugleich die Beschau von Körperdetails anbot.’ 



 64 

Publikum, und zwar in einer Grössenordning, die später nur noch von dem graphischen 

Massenprodukt überboten werden sollte.’133  

The effect produced by the pictorial composition thus met specific psychological needs 

of the (now larger groups of) devotees: ‘Ebenso bemerkenswert war der Erfolg der Ikone im Westen 

als Archetyp der neuen Gattung halbfiguriger Madonnentafeln, deres Stimmungsgehalt und Intimität 

andere Anschauungsbedürfnisse befriedigten als das starr hoheitliche Repräsentationsbild der 

Romanischen Zeit.’134 What characterizes the new and different ‘Anschauungsbedürfnisse’ is the fact 

that the images begin to not only answer the longing for the corporeal presence of the deity, which the 

image mediates ‘by proxy,’ but also to increase the beholder’s sense of self: ‘Im Gegenzug zur 

progressiven Bildlosigkeit, die die Mystik vom Individuum verlangte, wurde das Bild immer 

körperlicher und immer gesprächiger, wie es sich das Individuum vom Dialog als seiner 

Selbstbestätigung wünschte.’135 

 Here, Belting echoes both Panofsky’s and Marrow’s idea of naturalism (creating an 

animated picture that is more embodied and more direct in its address to the viewer) as an invention 

that cultivates self-consciousness in the viewer. In Belting’s view, it is the dialogue and the animation of 

the figure that produces the sense of self-awareness, that causes the viewer to become self-aware in and 

of the ‘dialogue’ with the picture. However, Belting stresses that these effects were already present in 

the early Andachtsbild. The addition of figures, minimal scenery, and not least the realistic effect of the 

perspective does not add or create new drama; rather, the pictorial innovations are merely additions and 

refinements of the function of the Andachtsbild: ‘Es verspricht in das “Fensteröffnung” des Rahmens 

auf immer neue, originelle Weise “natürliche” Nahbetrachtung der heiligen Personen. Aber es erfüllt 

dabei nur auf neue Weise die alten Wünsche an das Andachtsbild, die ja gerade seine Voraussetzung 

sind.’136 In Belting’s view, the fifteenth century only found ways to accommodate the spectator’s 

demands and wishes to the Andachtsbild ever more specifically by detailing the figures’ facial and bodily 

expressions (Gemütsbewegungen) in order to elicit still more ‘affektive Einfühlungen’ in the viewer.137 

Hence, ‘das Erlebnis vom Nähe ist ein Erlebnis von Ähnlichkeit’ and the increasing effect of likeness is 

only a more precise approximation of the self-affirming mechanism inaugurated by the imago pietatis 

type.138 

                                                
133 Ibid., pp. 30–32 (my italics). 
134 Hans Belting, Bild und Kult: Eine Geschichte des Bildes vor dem Zeitalter der Kunst (Munich: C.H. Beck Verlag, 1990/2004), p. 
33.  
135 Belting, Das Bild und sein Publikum, p. 99. 
136 Ibid., p. 88. 
137 Ibid., p. 86: ‘Spezialisierung ist dagegen Symptom der Quattrocento-Kunst.’  
138 Ibid., p. 18. 
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 What is striking in all these accounts is the frequency with which the word ‘intimate’ is 

used to describe the effect that the paintings elicit. But what is also striking is that this word has a vague 

definition in these texts, as if it is a quality that pertains to the images’ ‘sense of presence.’ As will 

hopefully be made clear throughout the following passages and chapters, the intimate effect of 

Northern Renaissance painting involves more than a vague notion of closeness, measured in space. It 

rather involves a phantasmatic component, and that is what I hope to add to our understanding of 

Flemish painting. 

 

Why Engage with Older Art Historical References? 

Panofsky, Ringbom, Belting, and Marrow are all voices from the (more or less distant) scholarly past. 

There has, of course, been a proliferation of scholarship on Early Netherlandish Painting since, but the 

last thirty to forty years are also characterized by a larger degree of fragmentation and specialization, 

leaving less space for survey studies that attempt to capture the spirit of an era through interpretations 

of pictorial motifs, types, and styles. A large amount of contemporary scholarship on Flemish art is 

dedicated to technical studies, most often carried out by museums; a field that continues to expand in 

line with the development of ever more sophisticated technology and which continuously reveals new 

information about what we had thought to be the familiar histories of the paintings in question.139 New 

information necessarily brings with it new interpretations and new understandings of the region’s visual 

culture. Hence, the x-ray revelations revealing the earliest look and shape of the Mérode Triptych, as a 

singular panel of The Annunciation whose windows were covered with gold leaf and which did not open 

onto a blue sky until later revisions were made and the two wings were added, prevent us from drawing 

any conclusions as to the coherent program of the triptych, which had been done in ample measure in 

the past, especially in Panofsky’s interpretation of Campin’s halting hidden symbolism.140 Thus, there can 

be much to gain from technical research; however, this dissertation is not a technical report as such, 

nor is it firmly based in this camp, as it aims to juxtapose different studies and interpretations in order 

to draw synthesizing conclusions. 

 When it comes to the general picture of the art history of Early Netherlandish Painting, it 

can be said that it has become more fragmented in the sense that much of it is published in article 

form, typically in anthologies that frame specific aspects of devotional art. This implies that recurrent 

art historical questions regarding the relationship between vision and imagination, viewer and image, 

                                                
139 Bernhard Ridderbos, ‘Object and Questions,’ in Early Netherlandish Paintings: Rediscovery, Reception, and Research, ed. 
Bernhard Ridderbos, Anne van Buren, and Henk van Veen (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2005), pp. 4–173. 
140 Maryan W. Ainsworth and Keith Christiansen, eds., From Van Eyck to Bruegel: Early Netherlandish Painting in the Metropolitan 
Museum of Art (exh. catalogue) (New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1998), pp. 89–96. 
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are often dealt with in shorter texts and in relation to a particular work of art, building, or devotional 

object.141 Hence, there are fewer and fewer surveys dealing with ‘general observations’ and more and 

more specialized ‘contextualizing’ interpretations that seek to unpack detailed relationships between a 

specific work and the time and place of which it was a part. 

 My interest in intimacy and inwardness as noticeable features of fifteenth-century 

painting relates to a general tension in the images between what is ‘overly visible’ (in the sense that 

everything is displayed with such meticulous care) and what is being hidden in increasingly ambiguous 

ways, as explained in the introduction. This present study therefore aims to revise texts that can be 

regarded as ‘old’ references to the more general issue of realism or naturalism, texts that continue to 

provide conceptual foundations for much of the succeeding scholarship. For this dissertation, the study 

of the kind of subjectivity that the occurrence of fifteenth-century naturalism entailed comes before the 

study of the function that it served in certain practices, typically meditational practices. 

 

What Kind of Self-Awareness Do These Images Produce? 

Despite their differences and disagreements, Belting’s and Ringbom’s accounts represent a notion of 

naturalism that has since become standard; namely, the idea, here voiced by Susie Nash, that 

‘verisimilitude in images designed for meditation must have been an important aid to devotional 

contemplation. The immediacy […] must have increased their sensual impact and potential to convey 

the sufferings of Christ.’142 According to this line of thinking, the invention of naturalism cannot be 

said to serve a distinct function from earlier styles or to effectuate a psychological impact that differs 

markedly from thirteenth- or fourteenth-century motifs. However, since the style of fifteenth-century 

painting was becoming noticeably more naturalistic compared to that of thirteenth- and fourteenth-

century pictures, there must be a greater difference than can be accounted for by the terms ‘more 

persuasive’ (Ringbom) or ‘more specialized’ (Belting).  

 Also, almost all scholars (Marrow and Panofsky included) argue that the naturalistic style 

produced a higher degree of self-awareness on the part of the viewer, yet what self-awareness actually 

entails – that is, its social or psychological implications – is less obvious. What seems to be less evident 

                                                
141 To name a few recent such anthologies: Jeffrey Hamburger and Anne-Marie Bouché, eds., The Mind’s Eye: Art and 
Theological Argument in the Middle Ages (Princeton/London: Princeton University Press, 2006); Alasdair A. MacDonald, 
Bernhard Ridderbos, and Rita M. Schulesemann, eds., The Broken Body: Passion Devotion in Late-Medieval Culture (Groningen: 
Egbert Forsten, 1998); Kristin Marek, Raphaèle Preisinger, Marius Rimmele, and Katrin Kärcher, eds., Bild und Körper im 
Mittelalter (Paderborn: Wilhelm Fink Verlag, 2006); David Ganz and Thomas Lentes, eds., Ästethik des Unsichtbaren: Bildtheorie 
und Bildgebrauch in der Vormoderne (Berlin: Reimer Mann Verlag, 2004); Thérèse de Hemptinne, Veerle Fraeters, and María 
Eugenia Góngora, eds., Speaking to the Eye: Sight and Insight through Text and Images (1150–1650) (Turnhout: Brepols, 2013); 
Seren Kaspersen and Ulla Haastrup, eds., Images of Cult and Devotion: Function and Reception of Christian Images in Medieval and 
Post-Medieval Europe (Copenhagen: Museum Tusculanum, 2004). 
142 Susie Nash, Northern Renaissance Art (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), p. 281. 
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in this self-awareness hypothesis is the popularity of images. Did images become popular in devotional 

culture because the viewer was attracted – as an act of vanity – to the image of seeing himself seeing? 

Self-awareness as an effect of fifteenth-century naturalism cannot, as I see it, merely be explained as a 

currency in the contemporary visual culture. The most basic acknowledgment of psychoanalysis makes 

one aware of the fact that self-consciousness rarely offers any subject enjoyment; rather, the economy 

of the subject functions in the way in which it seeks relaxation from any tension that stimulates it.143 I 

thus tend to think that whatever self-awareness these images offered, they must also have offered some 

psychic respite for the viewer – if not, it would not have become such a popular element in devotion.  

 Hence, as will be dealt with in the next chapters, I see the self-awareness staged in and by 

these images as partly offering the viewing subject relief from the effort of picturing meditational 

scenes with their imagination and partly offering the viewer an externalized and thus substitute 

manifestation of affective devotion, which is always difficult for the psyche to cultivate on demand (if 

not, there would not be such an overabundance of contemporary guidelines on how to find the right 

kind of feelings in the right kind of way). Furthermore, I also believe that the staging of reactive figures, 

rightly identified by Marrow as a fundamentally innovative feature of the late fourteenth and fifteenth 

centuries, to have functioned as guides of comportment not just in private life, but also in the ever-

demanding social life. This aspect will be elaborated upon in the chapter on inwardness and facial 

depictions. 

 

Imagination and Reality – And the Phantasm 

As shown above, the hypotheses regarding the causes and effects of naturalism are based on the idea 

that the images have a greater correspondence to our idea of reality and therefore that they become 

gradually more moving. David Freedberg presents a slightly tweaked understanding of the way in which 

‘images served as a still more effective vehicle for compassionate meditation.’ In his view, the effect of 

these images lies in their correspondence to our memorized sense impressions (not sense impressions 

as such), ‘because we know that the [inward visual] construction is based on the deposits of experience, 

                                                
143 The concept of ‘psychische Einsparung,’ or the act of saving psychic energy, is at play several places in Freud, but finds 
an early formulation in Der Witz und seine Beziehung zum Unbewussten. Here, Freud explains the pleasure of the joke as a saving 
of energy: ‘Ergibt sich nun, daß in beiden Fällen der Verwendung des tendenziösen Witzes Lust erzielt wird, so liegt es nahe 
anzunehmen, daß solcher Lustgewinn dem ersparrten psychischen Aufwand entspreche. Somit wären wir wiederum auf das Princip der 
Ersparung gestoßen, dem wir zuerst bei der Technik des Wortwitzes begegnet sind. Während wir aber zunächst die 
Ersparung in dem Gebrauch von möglichst wenig oder möglichst den gleichen Worten zu finden glaubten, ahnt uns hier 
der weit umfassendere Sinn einer Ersparung an psychischen Aufwand überhaupt.’ That the joke’s pleasure is a saving of 
psychic energy leads to the recognition that the saving of energy is a source of pleasure in many, if not most, experiences of 
human pleasure. Sigmund Freud, Der Witz und seine Beziehung zum Unbewussten (1905), in Studienausgabe, vol. 4, Psychologische 
Schriften, ed. Alexander Mitscherlich, Angela Richards, and James Strachey (Frankfurt a. M.: S. Fischer Verlag, 1972), pp.  
BOOK IN OFFICE. 
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when we see the affective images before us, we respond to it in terms that to a greater or lesser extent 

can only be grasped on the basis of the kinds of lively reality that are layered in the imagination.’144 

Freedberg’s thesis takes into account that for images to move us, they must create a connection to the 

inner world of the viewer. However, he still posits the imagination as something that layers experience, 

not something that presupposes it.  

 In the following, I will begin with a different question. Instead of asking how an image 

moves us as if it were reality, I believe the relevant question for this inquiry is why reality moves us in the 

first place. This is obviously an issue that cannot be fully explored or unfolded in this context, but by 

introducing three different concepts, the medium, the libido, and the phantasm, seen through the lens of 

three different learned voices, I hope to be able to show why a different conception of the relationship 

between reality and imagination is necessary if we want to assess the intimate aesthetics of Northern 

Renaissance art. 

 The Italian philosophers Emanuele Coccia and Giorgio Agamben have each contributed 

seminal texts to the field of medieval studies which, although they re-evaluate medieval conceptions of 

images and the imagination and thereby bring new insights to the table, have remained relatively 

neglected by art history. I will begin with Emanuele Coccia, who in his book Sensible Life: A Micro-

ontology of the Image (La vita sensibile [Bologna: Il Mulino, 2011], first published in Brazil in 2010) presents 

a theory of the image with a clarity that is markedly different from the vast amount of available modern 

image ontology. Coccia’s short book is remarkable in that it demonstrates how medieval optical theory 

– conceived by Arabic thinkers such as Avicenna (980–1037) and Averroes (1126–1198), whose 

thinking then profoundly influenced scholastic philosophy – is far more sophisticated than modern 

philosophy’s troublesome distinction between subject and object, which has structured theories on the 

senses and the image theory since the seventeenth century.  

 The main argument in Coccia’s book is that the sensible – that is, the world that we 

perceive with our senses; our eyes, ears, mouths, nose, and skin – is characterized by being medial. The 

Islamic philosophers, who were heavily influenced by Aristotle, understood the relationship between 

the world and the senses to be medial in the sense that it was located in the middle – between the world 

and the subject. The sensible world is accessible to the subject through media; the medial quality of the 

sensible is, in Averroes’s words, what allows ‘nature to pass from the spiritual to the corporeal domain 

and vice versa.’145 In other words, it is not the thing itself that reaches our senses; rather, it is a medium, 

                                                
144 Freedberg, The Power of Images, p. 191. 
145 Emanuele Coccia, Sensible Life: A Micro-ontology of the Image, trans. Scott Alan Stuart (New York: Fordham University Press, 
2016), pp. 23–24. 
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which is a kind of being that is neither subject nor object, but a body that is always ‘outside of its proper 

place.’146 This peculiar kind of being – the medium – is the image as such.  

 In Coccia’s words, images are medial bodies that lie ‘between the subject and the object,’ 

and this in-between state has a particular topography that inhabits an ‘extracorporeal, extramental and 

extraobjective’ place.147 As the image is always detached from its corresponding physical object, it is 

never equivalent to the body that it represents. The image par excellence is the mirror image: ‘A medium 

is an intermediary body that is simultaneously exterior to both subjects and objects. […] Mirrors are the 

best example of incarnation of these intermediary bodies: They represent the original paradigm of what 

modernity called media.’148 What we see in a mirror’s reflection is precisely a medial body: a perfectly 

sensible form that ‘does not know’ and ‘does not live,’ but is nevertheless ‘perfectly sensible.’149 ‘Only in 

media and only thanks to media can the world become a phenomenon.’150 

 Vision is made possible due to the visible, the sensible. In other words, Coccia points 

out, the sensible is made of images because images are what makes our perception possible: ‘The 

sensible […] does not coincide with the real because the world in itself is not sensible; it needs to become 

sensible outside of itself.’151 If the objects only existed mentally, ‘we could simply close our eyes and see, 

feel, and taste the world,’ and ‘if the object were essentially visible […] simply bringing it as close as 

possible to the subject would render its vision more intense,’ as Aristotle pointed out.152 

Hence, the extraneousness condition of the medium is the condition of the sensible as 

such. But the radical act in Coccia’s reading of Aristotle, Averroes, Avicenna, and so on, is his 

foregrounding of their profound understanding of the sense organs as media themselves:  

 

There is no substantial difference between the medium and the perceptive organ: an organ 

is an embodied medium. According to Averroes, everything that has a place in the soul 

also has a place in the medium […]. This does not mean that the medial is a modality of 

                                                
146 Ibid., p. 18. 
147 Ibid., p. 19 ff. 
148 Ibid., p. 16 ff. 
149 Ibid. 
150 Ibid., p. 35, passim. 
151 Ibid., p. 11. In his essay ‘An Anthropology of Images: Picture, Medium, Body,’ Hans Belting also touches on this topic 
and on the difficulty of coming to terms with the ontology of the image. However, his line of thought leads him to 
distinguish between the image as something inherently mental and the picture as something that is tied to its medium: ‘The 
presence of the image, however, entails a deception, for the image is not present the same way its medium is present. It 
needs the act of animation by which our imagination draws it from its medium.’ See Hans Belting, An Anthropology of Images: 
Picture, Medium, Body (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2011), p. 20. This distinction between the senses and the 
medium seems to be what keeps the essay on the level of reflections and observations, preventing any coherent argument 
from materializing. 
152 Coccia, Sensible Life, p. 11: ‘A simple experiment, already laid out by Aristotle in De Anima, is sufficient to demonstrate it 
as such: “If a colored object is placed in immediate contact with the eye, it cannot be seen”’ (Aristotle, De Anima 2.7). 



 70 

the mental or the cognitive: On the contrary, what today we call the mind, the spirit, or 

cognitive reality are actually nothing more than a specific modality of medial reality, a sort 

of ‘animated medium.’153  

 

Positing the idea of the mind, or psyche, as a medium and not an autonomous unit positioned at a 

defined distance from the world means breaking with the last four hundred years of the psychology of 

the self, which was initiated by Descartes’s radical attempt to separate the validity of his own mental 

activity from that of his sensible life. Contrary to a Cartesian (or Kantian?) theory of the senses, Coccia 

shows that it is impossible to separate our thinking from our sensible life.  

We find a similar deposition of the subject in psychoanalytical thought. In fact, Freud’s seminal notion 

of the libido resonates somewhat with the medieval conception of the sensible as a medium that is to 

be found in neither the subject nor the object. In Freud’s terms, the libido, Latin for ‘lust’ or ‘desire,’ 

accounts for the powerful psychic force that binds us to the world. Freud describes it as an energetic 

quantity in the subject equivalent to how hunger functions for the bodily organism, and he sees the 

libidinal energy as encompassing not only what procures genital excitation, but also what allows the 

subject to engage passionately with its surroundings – persons as well as objects.154 Very much in line 

with the Greek eros, the libido is as such the word for everything that has to do with love: ‘Welche mit 

all dem zu tun haben, was man als Liebe zusammenfassen kann.’155 This implies not only the romantic 

love praised by poets, but rather all kinds of relationships: ‘Wir trennen nicht davon ab, was auch sonst 

an dem Namen Liebe anteil hat, einerseits die Selbstliebe, anderseits die Eltern- und Kindesliebe, die 

Freundschaft und die allgemeine Menschenliebe, auch nicht die Hingebung an konkrete Gegenstände 

und an abstrakte Ideen.’156 In other words, the libidinal energy is what nourishes our psychic life.  

Freud rooted the libido in sexuality, and he did so by studying how the libidinal force 

finds ‘psychic representation’ in the shape of drives. The drive is a term that essentially designates a 

process (it is not a thing), and this process describes how organs are susceptible to excitation and how 

they seek release from that tension. According to Freud, this simple process of excitation and release is 

                                                
153 Ibid., p. 33. 
154 Sigmund Freud, Drei Abhandlungen zur Sexualtheorie (1905), in Studienausgabe, vol. 5, Sexualleben, ed. Alexander Mitscherlich, 
Angela Richards, and James Strachey (Frankfurt a. M.: S. Fischer Verlag, 1972), p. 47: ‘Die Tatsache geschlechtlicher 
Bedürfnis bei Mensch und Tier drückt man in der Biologie durch die Annahme eines “Geschlechtstriebes” aus. Man folgt 
dabei der Analogie mit dem Trieb nach Nahrungsaufnahme, dem Hunger. Eine dem Worte “Hunger” entsprechendes 
Bezeichnung fehlt der Volkssprache; die Wissenschaft gebraucht als solche “Libido.”’  
155 Sigmund Freud, Massenpsychologie und Ich-analyse (1921), in Studienausgabe, vol. 9, Fragen der Gesellschaft. Ursprünge der Religion, 
ed. Alexander Mitscherlich, Angela Richards, and James Strachey (Frankfurt a.M.: S. Fischer Verlag, 1972), p. 85. 
156 Ibid. 
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at work as partial drives, meaning that it adheres to partial organs.157 The well-known oral and anal 

phases are such partial drives: the child satisfies itself through the stimulation of either the mucous 

membrane of the mouth or the anus (initially with no other purpose than the satisfaction itself).  

Freud’s discovery of the oral and anal drives suggests that the libido enters us by 

possessing our bodily openings.158 However, what is more important is that Freud revealed that the 

child’s psyche turns out to be flexible when it comes to finding relief for the tension brought forth by 

(inner) stimulation.159 The mouth, for instance, finds ways to replace the mother’s breast with the 

thumb or other parts of the body that provide a similar fulfillment (here, Freud explicates that the 

source of nourishment is also a sexual stimulant in the first place). Importantly, this observation implies 

that the child is capable of likening the mother’s breast to other objects and thus of recalling the 

mother’s breast through other objects.160  

It is important to note that the drives do not create an unequivocal link between the 

organ and specific stimulant sources or specific stimulant objects; the relief of tension that gives way to 

pleasure is replaceable. In Drei Abhandlungen zur Sexualtheorie (1905), Freud points out that the oral drive 

is closely interwoven with our imagination. In the so-called pre-genital phase, the baby satisfies itself 

orally: ‘Eine erste solche prägenitale Sexualorganisation ist die orale oder, wenn wir wollen, kannibalische.’ 

This oral, or cannibalistic, phase has not yet separated the experience of pleasure from the absorption 

of nutrients, which implies that sexual pleasure is derived from incorporation: ‘Das Sexualziel besteht in 

der Einverleibung des Objektes, dem Vorbild dessen, was späterhin als Identifizierung eine so bedeutsame 

psychische Rolle spielen wird.’161 It is important to note for our endeavor that here, Freud connects the 

psychic act of ‘identification’ (an act of the imagination) with the oral organization of the drive. A 

substitution is taking place; the satisfaction of an organ (the mouth) is replaced by an imaginary 

construction (of a symbolic/imaginary kind). But what Freud implies with this hypothesis is that our 

imaginary wishes are deeply linked to our bodily experience of pleasure and distaste (pun not intended).  

If we follow Freud’s thoughts on consumption, we read in his 1925 Die Verneinung that incorporation is 

what gives rise to the imaginative – and thus cognitive – act itself. Grounding the ability to judge and 

discern in the oral register, Freud describes thinking as adhering to the body as 

                                                
157 Freud, Drei Abhandlungen, pp. 76–78 ff. 
158 Ibid. See also Jacques Lacan, The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psychoanalysis, ed. Jacques-Alain Miller, trans. Alan Sheridan 
(New York: Routledge, 1977), p. 200: ‘The lamella [a word similar to the libido in Lacan’s vocabulary] has a rim, it inserts 
itself into the erogenous zone, that is to say, in one of the orifices of the body.’  
159 Freud states that stimulation chiefly stems from ‘inner stimulation’ (inner Reiz) in Triebe und Triebschicksale (1915), in 
Studienausgabe, vol. 3, Psychologie des Unbewußten, ed. Alexander Mitscherlich, Angela Richards, and James Strachey (Frankfurt 
a. M.: S. Fischer Verlag, 1972), pp. 83–85. 
160 Freud, Drei Abhandlungen, p. 88.  
161 Freud, Drei Abhandlungen, p. 103. 
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die Urteilsfunktion hat im wesentlichen zwei Entscheidungen zu treffen. Sie soll einem 

Ding eine Eigenschaft zu- oder absprechen, und sie soll einer Vorstellung die Existenz in 

der Realität zugestehen oder bestreiten. Die Eigenschaft, über die entschieden werden 

soll, könnte ursprünglich gut oder schlecht, nützlich oder schädlich gewesen sein. In der 

Sprache der ältesten, oralen Triebregungen ausgedrückt: ‘Das will ich essen oder will es 

ausspucken,’ und in weitergehender Übertragung: ‘Das will ich in mich einführen und das 

aus mir ausschließen.’162 

 

This fundamental act of judgment is a question of either taking in the world or rejecting it, making the 

act hinge on the oldest pleasure drives (‘die ältesten, oralen Triebregungen’). What this quotation also 

reveals is that our judgment of good and bad is based on an assumption of what the subject imagines 

will be pleasurable to incorporate, or the opposite. Our imagination is not just ‘linked to the body’; our 

experience of our body is imaginary as such.  

 According to Freud, the libido – when ‘set up’ in the subject through the drive – is to be 

understood as a condition that infuses objects with value for the subject. It is thus via the libidinal 

economy, which is ‘implemented’ by the dynamic process of the drives, that we are capable of attaching 

ourselves to objects. Being harnessed in the subject’s body at first (primary narcissism), the libido later 

shoots out (like plasma) towards objects and becomes capable of possessing them (secondary 

narcissism).163 The libido is thus, as stated above, a condition of affective relationships to objects: 

‘Libido ist ein Ausdruck aus der Affektivitätslehre.’ However, an affective relationship to an object or 

to another person is not to be understood as a purely material kind. The process of stimulation and 

relief is closely interwoven with the imagination. An affection only comes about through a psychic 

representation (Vorstellungen) of the given object.164 Hence, objects would not be objects for the subject if 

they were not somehow ‘libinized’ through a psychic representation (Vorstellungen). 

                                                
162 Sigmund Freud, ‘Die Verneinung,’ in Psychologie des Unbewußten, p. 374. 
163 Sigmund Freud, Vorlesungen, no. 26 on ‘Die Libidotheorie und der Narzismus,’ in Studienausgabe, vol. 1, Vorlesungen zur 
Einführung in die Psychoanalyse und Neue Folge, ed. Alexander Mitscherlich, Angela Richards, and James Strachey (Frankfurt a. 
M.: S. Fischer Verlag, 1972), pp. 400–402: ‘Um es kurz zu fassen, wir machten uns von dem Verhältnis der Ich-libido zur 
Objektlibido eine Vorstellung, die ich Ihnen durch ein Gleichnis aus der Zoologie veranschaulichen kann. Denken Sie an 
jene einfachsten Lebewesen, die aus einem wenig differenzierten Klümpchen proto-plasmatischer Substanz bestehen. Sie 
stricken Fortsätze aus, Pseudo-podien gennant, in welche sie ihre Leibessubstanz hinüberfließen lassen. Sie können diese 
Fortsätze aber auch wieder einziehen und sich zum Klumpen ballen. Das Ausstrecken der Fortsätze vergleichen wir nun der 
Aussendung von libido auf die Objekte, während die Hauptmenge der Libido im Ich verbleiben kann, und wir nehmen an, 
daß unter normalen Verhältnissen Ichlibido ungehindert in Objektlibido umgesetzt und diese wieder ins Ich aufgenommen 
warden kann’ (p. 402).  
164 Ibid., pp. 405–7. Like so much else in Freud’s writing about the human psyche, the workings of the libido are studied in 
terms of their malfunction, which sometimes obliges the reader to piece together theoretical notions of the libido from 
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Affects are not the same as inner images; they ‘cling’ to inner images, but cannot be 

likened to the psychic representation (a phantasm). In Freud’s theory of the libido, the psychic 

representation is what allows the subject to grasp objects; in other words, to sense the world. Jacques 

Lacan explains this in the following way: ‘[The] phantasm is the support of desire; it is not the object 

that is the support of desire.’165 In other words, the psychic representation is a way for the drives to find 

release. This circumstance is due to the narcissistic and autoerotisch structure of the relationship to 

objects, Lacan states: ‘The autoerotisch consists in the fact – and Freud himself stresses this – that there 

would be no emergence of objects if there were no objects of use to me.’166 Affects are consequently to 

be understood as a libidinal component in the sense that insofar as the libido is connected to an inner 

representation (Vorstellung), it then emerges as affect – and comes to expression as either pleasant or 

unpleasant.167  

To compare Coccia’s idea of the medium with Freud’s notion of the libido, on the one 

hand, we can say that the libido in Freud’s terms also allows a notion of the sensible that is not ‘located’ 

in the conscious ego and which then does not allow a cogent division between the subject and the 

object. In this sense, it relates to Coccia’s interpretation of the sensible as something medial, which also 

dismisses the idea of a strict division between subject and object and rather understands the sensible as 

something that is ‘outside of its proper place.’ In a way, Freud’s notion of the sensible also locates the 

sense faculties outside of their proper place in the sense that the subject’s access to the sensible world is 

defined by an unconscious structure. Both theories of the sensible understand the construction of 

images to be a precondition for the sense faculties. On the other hand, Coccia’s notion of the sensible 

does not give way to an understanding of why we enjoy or are disgusted by the sensible world, or why 

some persons or objects provide us with pleasure and why some excite aversion in us. Instead, Freud’s 

theory of the libido attempts to explain how the faculty of the senses comes about due to a libidinal 

economy of the subject, which is above all ruled by the pleasure principle. Hence, affects would not 

                                                                                                                                                            
examples of what happens when the libidinal energy is disturbed. Hence, in this passage, we may also note en passant that for 
Freud, an object is the imagined object: ‘Es scheint, daß die Libido, bei der Dementia Praecox [Schizofrenia] in ihrem 
Bemühen, wieder zu den Objekten, d.h. zu den Vorstellungen der Objekte zu kommen, wirklich etwas von ihnen erhascht, 
aber gleichsam nur ihre Schatten, ich meine, die ihnen zugehörigen Wortvorstellungen.’  
165 Jacques Lacan, The Four Fundamental Concepts of Pyschoanalysis, p. 185. 
166 Ibid., p. 191. 
167 This procedure is explained quite thoroughly in lecture 25 on anxiety, where Freud reflects on the relationship between 
affects and imagination. When the subject feels anxiety, Freud states, it is a case of repressed libido that threatens to come 
back as ‘unconscious affects.’ Affects that cling to the repressed idea (Vorstellung) are transformed into anxiety by the ego as 
a kind of protective maneuver. Although we are not dealing with anxiety here, this chapter nevertheless reveals an important 
aspect of affects; namely, that they cannot be likened to inner images or ideas (‘Ein Affekt aber ist ein Abfuhrvorgang, ganz 
anders zu beurteilen al seine Vorstellung’), but that they nevertheless cling to them (‘Was mit dem Affekt geschieht, der an 
der verdrängten Vorstellung hing, das haben wir immer beiseite gelassen). See Freud, Vorlesungen, no. 25., in Vorlesungen zur 
Einführung in die Psychoanalyse und Neue Folge, p. 395. 
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occur if there was not some kind of ‘filter’ through which we engage with the world; namely, the imaging 

structure inherent in our perception.168  

As Coccia’s reading of the medieval theory of the senses explicates, the Islamic and 

scholastic philosophers were profoundly preoccupied with the question of how the senses came ‘in 

touch’ with the sensible. They had to recognize the sensible as something governed by a virtual, 

phantasmatic system, which resembles the virtuality of the libidinal economy in Freud’s thinking. 

Hence, it would be a mistake to think that the phantasm is a modern notion of psychology. 

 In a 1989 book titled Stanzas: Word and Phantasm in Western Culture, Giorgio Agamben 

shows that the conception of love as a phantasmatically organized structure first took shape in the late 

Middle Ages. He even pungently notes that psychoanalysis, particularly given the lack of a coherent 

theory of the phantasm in Freud’s writings, ‘would find a useful point of reference in a doctrine that, 

many centuries previously, had conceived of Eros as an essentially phantasmatic process and had 

prepared a large place in the life of the spirit for the phantasm.’169  

This medieval theory was based on antique philosophy, which – to repeat Coccia’s point 

– understands the relationship between the body and the spirit to be governed by subtle media; that is, 

images: ‘Medieval phantasmology was born from a convergence between Aristotelian theory of the 

imagination and the Neoplatonic doctrine of the pneuma as a vehicle of the soul, between the magical 

theory of fascination and the medical theory of influences between spirit and body. According to this 

multiform complex […], the phantasy (phantasikon pneuma, spiritus phantasticus) is conceived as a kind of 

subtle body of the soul that, situated at the extreme point of the sensitive soul, receives the images of 

objects, forms the phantasm of dreams, and, in determinate circumstances, can separate itself from the 

body and establish supernatural contacts and visions.’170 

Hence, medieval philosophers envisioned a component of the soul to be a kind of 

mediator, a ‘quid medium between the corporeal and incorporeal,’ and they believed this medium made it 

possible to explain all kinds of psychosomatic reactions and inner movements of the soul and body; for 

instance, ‘the effects of sexual fantasies on the genital member.’ Meanwhile, Agamben continues, ‘the 

                                                
168 Here, it might also be relevant to broach Jacques Lacan’s elaboration of Freud’s notions of inner images, especially the 
fact that he also counts the gaze and the voice as partial drives, as his readings of Freud have greatly contributed to art 
history’s understanding of the gaze. It might have been appropriate to bring up Lacan’s Seminar XI in this case, notably the 
lectures on the gaze, the image, and the screen, because I also see the idea of the screen (l’écran) to hold features similar to 
Coccia’s notion of the medial structure of sensation. However, I believe that bringing Lacan into the discussion would 
demand a far more rigorous treatment than I can offer at present of not only his thoughts on the gaze, but also his concept 
of the phantasm. If the possibility of elaborating further on this theme should present itself, I would find it highly pertinent 
to engage in Lacan’s thoughts on the phantasm. Thus, I will limit myself to making occasional references to Lacan. 
169 Giorgio Agamben, Stanzas: Word and Phantasm in Western Culture, trans. Ronald L. Martinez (Minneapolis/London: 
University of Minnesota Press, 1993), p. 23. 
170 Ibid. 
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same theory also permitted an explanation of the genesis of love; it is not possible […] to understand 

the amorous ceremonial that the troubadour lyric and the poets of the “dolce stil novo” […] left as a 

legacy to modern Western poetry unless notice is taken that since its origins this ceremonial presented 

itself as a phantasmatic process. Not an external body, but an internal image, that is, the phantasm 

impressed on the phantastic spirits by the gaze, is the origin and the object of falling in love; only the 

attentive elaboration and immoderate contemplation of this phantasmatic mental simulacrum were held 

capable of generating an authentic amorous passion.’171 

 Agamben’s account of poetic love as an essential phantasmatic process seems remarkably 

compatible with the mystical veneration of Christian images. Although the mystics’ ideals prescribed 

one thing – namely, that true love of Christ was of an invisible kind – they nevertheless practiced 

amorous engagement with images of Christ. Now, it is obvious that Christianity as a religion has had 

nothing but images (as its real object, Christ, is gone), but it is important for our study to note that the 

role of these images of Christ changed in the late Middle Ages to become more obviously phantasmatic 

tools. As mentioned above, their visions were often stimulated through an encounter with an image of 

Christ. Aren’t visions a classic example of a phantasmatic process, with the inner image of Christ 

(stimulated by a visible image) being what gives way to an intense emotional infatuation with him?  

What I am proposing here is to think of the development of Christian visual culture in 

the late Middle Ages as the creation of an increasingly libidinized and phantasmatic pictorial paradigm. 

In other words, I see the stylistic changes that Christian images undergo from the twelfth to the 

fifteenth century as reflecting a still greater awareness of libidinizing effects on the viewer. The change 

in the way in which Christ was depicted – from his representation as the divine ruler in heaven, the 

Pantocrator, in the early Middle Ages to his late medieval depiction as a suffering man on the cross – is a 

pictorial development intended to stimulate the viewer’s identification with him and thus to establish a 

sense of closeness and emotional attachment to him through pity and compassion for his human 

condition. Hence, the changes that germinated in pictorial culture during the eleventh and twelfth 

centuries and which took fuller shape during the thirteenth to the fifteenth century was first and 

foremost designed to manipulate or ‘structure’ the believer’s experience, as Marrow says. The visual 

artists of the era hence seemed to reach a gradually more sophisticated understanding of how the 

libidinal economy of the individual subject was fueled by a sense of bodily closeness to Christ – a 

closeness that was to be understood both literally, in that small private pictorial formats (including 

books of hours) became more common, and figuratively, in that the visualizations invited the individual 

to identify with Christ (or Mary or other saints). 

                                                
171 Ibid., pp. 23–24. 



 76 

The result of the two-dimensional format of illuminated prayer books and devotional 

paintings becoming a more popular kind of devotional image than sculpture during the fifteenth 

century was the occurrence of a different kind of ‘libidinized’ aesthetic from the one brought forth by 

naturalistic-looking sculptures and sculpture groups, even though sculptures were also made in small 

private formats. The two-dimensional forms are, as mentioned earlier in the introduction, virtual images. 

If we acknowledge Coccia’s reading of the sensible as something medial – that is, as a mirror image – we 

should understand the two-dimensional pictures that developed in the late Middle Ages as images that 

imitate the act of sensing as such. Thus, we may also understand them as pictures that aim to imitate 

the invisible act of sensing as a formation of inner images. These pictures are externalized visualizations of 

inner imagery. The illuminations of books of hours and devotional paintings make up a specific 

category in this context in that they function as particularly clear examples of pictures that strive to 

represent inner images. When these two-dimensional devotional paintings change from representing 

Christ as the Man of Sorrows and the Madonna and Child on gold backgrounds to showing them in 

more or less ordinary naturalistic spaces, this testifies to a new painterly way of unifying the sensible 

and the phantasmatic. Gold backgrounds assure the viewer of the value of both the motif and the 

picture, materially as well as visually (gold leaf is both a costly material and beautiful to look at). 

Naturalistic devotional images, such as, for instance, Hans Memling’s Annunciation discussed earlier, 

present the motif in an ordinary setting as if it belongs to the sensible world and endow this setting 

with an attention to lighting and detail that turns the scene into a space with objects that carries a visual 

value. The naturalism in Early Netherlandish Painting is, in other words, a phantasmatic naturalism that 

makes the depicted scenes appear in a virtual space that looks as if it were imagined.  

Usually, we think of naturalism as a pictorial style that aims to correspond to what the 

eyes see, which is in opposition to fantastical, symbolical imagery. The classic emblem of the 

naturalistic style is the invention of linear perspective, which is often described as a pictorial system that 

mirrors the world as it appears and is thus compatible with the single viewer’s actual visual experience 

of a given landscape or building seen from one place at one moment in time.172 We are accustomed to 

conflating the invention of linear perspective with an incipient rationalism that appeared in the 

beginnings of the early modern period.173 Although naturalism is equally applicable to the style of the 

Northern Renaissance, I believe that we should think of the Netherlandish style differently. The lack of 

linear perspective in the Flemish pictures, which is the case in van Eyck’s Arnolfini Wedding, for instance, 
                                                
172 Panofsky is one of the key proponents of this argument in his 1927 ‘Die Perspektive als Symbolische Form’; English 
version: Perspective as Symbolic Form, trans. Christopher S. Wood (New York: Zone Books, 1991). 
173 For a critical account of the idea of linear perspective being compatible with visual sensation and experience, see the 
work of Maurice Merleau-Ponty, e.g. ‘Le doute de Cézanne,’ in Sens et non-sens (Paris: Les Éditions Nagel, 1965), pp. 15-44; 
and Lacan, Seminar XI, pp. 93–94. 
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is due to a different understanding of vision from that represented by the linear perspective, and this 

understanding of vision, which is more compatible with human visual experience, takes into account 

the phantasmatic aspect of the sense of sight. It is, as Panofsky claims, an empirical understanding of 

vision that lays the foundation for the composition of The Arnolfini Wedding.174 

The Flemish style, as Panofsky so eloquently described, is a style that displays every 

object with attention to how its particular material reflects and refracts light. What the Flemish painters 

accomplished with lighting effects was the creation of an affluence of details for the eye to linger on, to 

be attracted to. The reason that linear perspective and the single vanishing point are less important for 

a painter like van Eyck is because his paintings conformed to the human eye as a scopic drive. The level 

of detail that is such a striking feature in Netherlandish pictures, in other words, represents the sensible 

world ‘with an extra glow,’ to put it somewhat plainly, meaning that the painters paint (ordinary) spaces 

and objects with a care and attention that can be seen to reflect a phantasmatic value that any ordinary 

object can gain when seen with human eyes (eyes that attach themselves to objects and which are 

susceptible to endowing objects with a phantasmatic value due to the basic libidinal structure of human 

sight). 

The intimate aesthetics in question should be understood as a new pictorial aesthetic that 

comes about due to the phantasmatic appearance of spaces and objects. The development of 

naturalistic painting is thus different from the ‘still more specialized’ sense of presence as Belting sees 

it; it is rather a question of paintings beginning to stage a scene that conforms to an ‘inner phantasmatic 

image.’ Hence, the intimate aesthetic of Netherlandish painting – which every scholar in the field seems 

to describe as intimate, but which is nevertheless typically understood as being generated by a spatial 

closeness – comes about in that the paintings of the period become capable of visualizing ‘more than 

what is just visible by visual means.’ By this, I mean that the painters of the period became capable of 

creating effects that responded to the human eye’s inclination to see more in objects than what is there 

to see. The naturalistic style of Early Netherlandish Painting is a style that is aware of the human eye’s 

subjective condition – a condition deeply rooted in the phantasmatic constitution of the body. 

 

Phantasmatic Space 

A few examples of spatial representation in Netherlandish painting will perhaps help to illuminate the 

hypothesis regarding the phantasmatic effect inherent in intimate aesthetics. As Panofsky already 

                                                
174 Although van Eyck’s later paintings reduced the number of vanishing points to two (in The Arnolfini Wedding, there were 
around seven or eight different vanishing points), his paintings were still first and foremost lavishly detailed and meant to 
draw the viewer’s eye closer. See James M. Collier and David L. Carleton, ‘Perspective in the Arnolfini Portrait,’ The Art 
Bulletin 65, no. 4 (1983): 691–92. 
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highlighted, the interiors in van Eyck’s and Campin’s works are represented in a way that invites the 

viewer inside (as opposed to the imposing spaces of Italian painters that kept the viewer at a distance). 

Although Campin’s work was less in line with what Panofsky saw as the epitome of Netherlandish style 

– namely, the ‘disguised symbolism’ perfected by van Eyck – Campin’s Mérode Triptych is an excellent 

example of a phantasmatic space (ill. 1.6). The scene of the Annunciation is played out in a room that 

seems to be a fitting image of an ordinary household living room with a fireplace, with windows 

opening onto a blue sky. Initially, the window revealed a golden background, but along with the 

addition of the two wings displaying Joseph in his workshop on the right and the donor with his wife 

on the left, the layout was changed and ‘naturalized.’175 In an analysis of Robert Campin’s Mérode 

Triptych, Reindert Falkenburg presented the thesis that the meticulous depiction of the objects placed 

around the room attests to the picture’s meditational use. Falkenburg links the objects in the 

Annunciation’s composition to contemporary meditational garden tracts that lead the reader through 

the meditation via meditational stations. Each station represented a specific prayer, and the spatial 

itinerary of the meditation made it easier to embody the imaginary route; that is, for the reader to 

experience it in their imagination (see the detailed meditation manuals described above). The room in 

Campin’s triptych also guides its beholder through a meditation via the placement of objects around 

the room, as if they were each a station with a particular symbolic meaning on which to dwell and could 

thus function for the viewer to use as a kind of launchpad for devotional meditation.176 Hence, the 

hyper-realistically rendered objects almost projecting out of the panel’s surface are depicted with such 

care in order to entice the eye to linger on them, which in this case also implies that they are objects on 

which the imagination can linger. In other words, if we follow Falkenburg’s point, we are witnessing a 

visualized rendition of an inner space. The room in the painting is a metaphor for the inner space of 

the beholder. Seen in this light, the gleaming metallic surface of the pot, the matted blue-and-white 

glaze on the porcelain vase, the wooden fire screen, and other detailed objects can be viewed as a 

phantasmatic effect that mirrors the value, or the significance, that they occupy in the beholder’s 

imagination.  

                                                
175 Reindert Falkenburg, ‘The Household of the Soul: Conformity in the Mérode Triptych,’ in Early Netherlandish Painting at 
the Crossroads: A Critical Look at Current Methodologies, ed. Maryan W. Ainsworth (New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art, 
2001), p. 4. 
176 Ibid., pp. 5–7 ff. 
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We may see a tendency similar to the Mérode Triptych’s attempt to indicate inner space 

in the famous – and much reproduced – illuminations from Mary of Burgundy’s book of hours. The 

two most famous images from the book show us a split composition displaying Mary’s own private 

devotional space in the foreground which opens onto a religious scene in the background, framed as if 

seen through a window (ill. 1.8).  

In the first folio (folio 14v), Mary is seated at a windowsill in the picture’s foreground, 

surrounded by devotional objects and flowers evoking Passion symbolism and reading her book of 

hours – hence displaying the very situation 

in which she would find herself as the 

reader of the book. While the figure of 

Mary sits and reads, a scene unfolds 

through the window: here, a second Mary, 

followed by a small entourage of women, is 

pictured in a Gothic church space kneeling 

in front of the seated Virgin with Christ on 

her lap. We understand by the split 

composition that the window is framing an 

imaginary setting that expounds what Mary 

could or should visualize from reading the 

text and seeing the images in the book. In 

the second image (folio 43v), a similar 

division of the picture space occurs, only 

this time, Mary has left her seat and her 

open book of hours at the windowsill and 

has ventured into the biblical scene, which 

now depicts the nailing of Jesus to the 

cross (ill. 1.9). Amidst the very 

contemporary-looking Burgundian crowd 

gathering around Jesus, there are two 

female faces, clad in ornate headdresses, turning towards the windowsill and looking out at the viewer. 

In a remarkably clear style, the two pictures show how the reader, Mary of Burgundy, 

should imagine herself taking part in the sacred world presented by the image-in-the-image and the text 

of the book. The illuminations thus at once work as an instruction and an invitation to the devout 

1.8. Master of Mary of Burgundy, Mary of Burgundy at Prayer, 1477, 
cod. 1857, fol 14v, Österreichische Nationalbibliothek, Vienna. 
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reader to imagine herself in the religious scene. In other words, the book illuminations seem to want to 

fuel the desire generated by the devotional imagery and literature of the time; namely, to find oneself in 

the (imaginary) otherworldly presence of the Virgin or Christ. At the same time, the images 

demonstrate that the way to approach the divine is precisely through the medium of the image/the 

imagination. And in a twist to the already complex representation, the composition of the two folios 

implies – using surprisingly meta-pictorial means – that Mary’s own worldly act of reading in a 

domestic setting (presumably comparable to the one in which she would sit when reading and with 

objects like the ones by which she would be 

surrounded) is itself a scene, a pictorial setting. 

These meta-pictorial effects will be dealt with 

in more detail in chapter 3 on facial images. 

Thus, the following observations on donor 

portraits are tentative and will be explored later 

on. 

  Rogier S. Wieck says of the book 

of hours that it is ‘a “Notre Dame” that can be 

held in the hands,’ understood in the sense that 

it turns devotion to the Virgin and the official 

church liturgy into a personal schedule for the 

lay book owner and thus builds a sacred space 

for the individual.177 I would like to add to this 

observation that illuminations and private 

paintings also provided the viewer with a space 

that resembled the liturgical space of the 

church; not in the literal sense that the pictures 

represented church spaces, as seen on Mary of 

Burgundy’s folio 14v, but in the figurative sense 

of transferring spatial qualities to a flat picture 

surface. As Herbert Kessler highlights in an article on the dynamics of contemplation in medieval, 

particularly late medieval devotional culture, the ‘conversion of carnal seeing into mental contemplation 

was often stimulated and controlled by formal rituals involving gestures and touching, ceremonial 

                                                
177 Roger S. Wieck, Time Sanctified: The Book of Hours in Medieval Art and Life (New York: George Braziller in association with 
the Walters Art Gallery, 1988), p. 27. 

1.10. Master of Mary of Burgundy, Christ Nailed to the Cross, 1477, 
cod. 1857, fol 43v, Österreichische Nationalbibliothek, Vienna. 
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veiling and revealing, and auditory animation.’178 As such, the atmosphere surrounding meditational 

contemplation played a vital part in evoking a sacral connection. The spatial representation, the interior 

settings and the lighting effects in particular are, as I see it, a pictorial attempt on the part of the 

Netherlandish painters to bring about a sacral atmosphere using virtual (and thus also phantasmatical) 

means.  

A third example of a devotional image that brings about atmospheres in a spatial 

depiction can be traced in Hans Memling’s Nieuwenhove Diptych [ill. 1.11]. Here, the donor, the young 

Marten Nieuwenhouve, is seated opposite the Virgin and Child. Memling notably makes a point of 

joining the two spaces that are separated by picture frames by having the carpet on which the Christ 

Child rests cross over into Nieuwenhove’s space. However, the two separate spaces are also markedly 

different: unlike the relatively closed interior of the Virgin and Child’s space, Nieuwenhove’s space has 

all its shutters and windows open onto a Flemish land and cityscape in the background. Additionally, 

the book of hours placed in front of him is open and the pages flutter in the wind from the open 

windows. One might even say that the swirls in his hair could be caused by a gust of wind coming from 

the open windows. His surroundings appear as if they are in motion and as I see it, when compared to 

the static solemnity of the divine space next to it, this motion is meant to reflect his inner state; as such, 

it is meant to create the atmosphere that is otherwise invisible to ‘the naked eye.’ Hence, using only 

visual means, the representation of space brings about metaphysical ‘effects,’ which in real life were 

brought about through ritualistic practice. In other words, the metaphysical aspects of space (those 

aspects which make us feel something in or for the spatial situation) were seeking to be transferred to 

the virtual space of the flat picture surface. Therefore, many of the spaces that make up the backdrop 

of religious scenes in Early Netherlandish Painting are interiors; they represent lived spaces that are 

infused with – or that make it possible for the imagination to infuse them with – a phantasmatic, 

familiar quality for the singular viewer.  

                                                
178 Herbert Kessler, ‘Turning a Blind Eye: Medieval Art and the Dynamics of Contemplation,’ in The Mind’s Eye, p. 433. 
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1.11 Hans Memling, Diptych of Maarten Nieuwenhove and the Virgin and Child, 1487, oil on wood, Oud Sint-Jaanshospital, 
Bruges. 

 

The Virtuality of Affects 

In this outlining of my dissertation’s focus, I hope to have shown that a perspective which takes 

account of the phantasmatic structure of human perception sees the affective style of Early 

Netherlandish Painting in a slightly different light than a standpoint which sees imagination and 

sensation to be products of human consciousness would. The recurrent art historical question about 

the relationship between the style of realism and the style of affect and presence effects, in my view, is 

not satisfactorily answered by a simple equation between reality and ‘a sense of presence’. David 

Summers provides an example of this line of thinking when he reflects on early Renaissance imagery 

and its realism: he notes that ‘the striving for emotional immediacy in monastic meditations underwrote 

an ever increasing desire for physical presence: emotional affect and the “reality effect” went hand in 

hand’ and continues that ‘images had always been justified as educational, but now it was recommended 

that they be accommodated to the conditions of finite human knowledge: not that they be simply 

visible, as an icon might also be, but that they be like the visible; not that they be encountered, but that 
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they be as if encountered, set in a world that, because it was like the present, could carry the 

imagination and therefore the soul to past and future events.’179  

To judge from Summers’s statement, realism provides a kind of point zero that makes 

room for the imagination. The imagination is something that can be effectuated by the viewer when 

looking at an image, and this image, according to Summers, is understood solely as a medium put to use 

in a particular practice; in this case, meditation. This seems to imply that the imagination (and also the 

affective response) is something that occurs in ‘reality’ and is then reiterated in the encounter with the 

image. The viewer’s imagination is thus like fantasizing: an act generated by a conscious sensation.  

In my view, as I hope to have made clear, the reality effect and emotional immediacy go 

hand in hand because the realism in question is as such not ‘realistic,’ but rather ‘phantasmatic.’ The 

paintings, in other words, provide a ‘phantasmatic space’ for the viewer by means of realism. This 

phantasmatic space mirrors, or visualizes, an inner image, not an image of the world, and it is in this 

sense that the much-debated ‘emotional immediacy’ attains a virtual, and libidinal, character. The 

realistic images were not ‘like the present,’ as Summers claims; as I see it, they rather aimed to shape the 

experience of the viewer’s present. Affects are, in other words, not to be understood as something that 

we bring to our experience of the image from our experience of ‘life,’ as some art historians tend to 

think; rather, they are produced by images, and with the virtual nature of Early Netherlandish Painting 

and book illuminations, the pictures demonstrated increasingly sophisticated ways of catering to the 

circumstance that affects are mediated by inner ideas or images (Vorstellungen). In the next chapter, I will 

show how the intimate aesthetic in consumption motifs take on a particularly phantasmatic character. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
179 David Summers, The Judgment of Sense: Renaissance Naturalism and the Rise of Aesthetics (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1987), p. 311, quoted in Hamburger, ‘Speculations on Speculation,’ pp. 398–99. 
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CHAPTER 2 

THE INTIMATE ADDRESS – APPETIZING IMAGERY 

 

 
‘The encounter of man with the world, which takes place inside the open, 

biting, rending, chewing mouth, is one of the most ancient, and most 
important objects of human thought and imagery. Here man tastes the 

world, introduces it into his body, makes it part of himself. Man’s 
awakening consciousness could not but concentrate on this moment, could 

not help borrowing from it a number of substantial images determining 
its interrelation with the world.’ 

Mikhail Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World 
 
 

‘Le terme de “libido” ne fait en effet qu’exprimer la notion de 
réversibilité qui implique celle d’équivalence, d’un certain métabolisme 

des images.’ 
Jacques Lacan, ‘Le symbolique, l’imaginaire et le réel’ 

 
  

In the Middle Ages and early modern era, consumption was a fundamental metaphor for several 

interrelated psychic processes. Almost every act of what we might call ‘appropriating the outer world’ 

was described using words relating to tasting, eating, and digesting. The act of acquiring knowledge, of 

becoming truly familiar with a subject, was described as ‘tasting’ the words one read. This concept 

could also be found in ancient Greek thinking, but metaphors of consumption were particularly 

common in the bible, and in the New Testament, the commitment to the Christian faith was likened to 

the process of digestion: of taking something in and being transformed by it.180 Also, in a Christian 

scholarly context, contemplation was compared to ‘rumination,’ the slow and repetitive action of cows 

chewing their cud. The act of memorizing texts, which was inherent to appropriating their content, was 

understood as a process of chewing and digesting.181 Additionally, in exegetical schemes, one’s moral 

and ethical education was considered to rest upon one’s ability to incorporate Christian law, and the 

allegorical study of Scripture was likened to savoring the sweetness of the holy texts.182 By the sixteenth 

                                                
180 Ernst Robert Curtius, European Literature and the Latin Middle Ages, trans. Willard R. Trask (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 1953), pp. 134–36. 
181 Mary Carruthers, The Book of Memory: A Study of Memory in Medieval Culture, 2nd ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2008), pp. 202–12. 
182 Henri de Lubac, Medieval Exegesis: The Four Senses of Scripture, vol. 2, trans. E. M. Macierowski (Edinburgh/Michigan: T&T 
Clark/William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1959/2000), pp. 127–79. 
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century, the artistic process had come to be considered an act of regurgitation: Karel van Mander 

famously claimed that Bruegel ‘swallowed’ the mountains and rocks he saw in the Alps, only to spit 

them out again on the canvas.183 

This is not unfamiliar language for us today. We still use phrases like ‘food for thought’ 

when something requires reflection, ‘I’ll chew on it’ when we want to consider something carefully, or 

‘I need time to digest this’ when we need to understand and process information. Hence, the act of 

acquiring something and incorporating it is likened to our bodily engagement with the world, which 

begins at the mouth, as Bakhtin pertinently puts it. In this regard, metaphors of consumption signify an 

ordering practice – a way of dealing with the world’s exterior vastness, turning it into something that 

relates to ‘me.’ How we take the world in – and also how we keep it out – thus finds a language in 

metaphors of consumption.  

 In the Christian context, consumption lies at the heart of devotional practice. The 

ingestion of the bread and wine at mass was considered the fulfillment of one’s faithful purpose: to 

become one with the body and spirit of Christ. Within the medieval system of thought, especially 

towards the later Middle Ages, consumption was considered the pinnacle of the devotional act. 

According to Christian dogma, how one ate was the measure of one’s moral character.184 

Within this system of virtues and vices, the more spiritual one’s comportment and one’s relationship to 

food were, the better, and the more one indulged in carnal pleasure and uncontrolled feasting, the 

worse off one would be in purgatory. The ultimate spiritual gesture of consumption was obviously the 

ingestion of the Eucharist. The consumption of act of eating bread and wine at mass was, despite being 

performed by the body, considered to be a spiritual act. Jesus delivers the message in a speech to a 

skeptical gathering in the Gospel of John: ‘Whoever eats my flesh and drinks my blood has eternal life, 

and I will raise them up on the last day. For my flesh is real food and my blood is real drink. Whoever 

eats my flesh and drinks my blood remains in me, and I in them’ (NIV, John 6:54–57). While this raw 

talk of cannibalism offends the crowd, Jesus continues to emphasize the spirituality of his bodily 

sacrifice: ‘The Spirit gives life, the flesh counts for nothing. The words I have spoken to you – they are 

full of the Spirit and life’ (NIV, John 6:63). 

                                                
183 Denis Ribouillault, ‘Regurgitating Nature: On a Celebrated Anecdote by Karel van Mander about Pieter Bruegel the 
Elder,’ Journal of Historians of Netherlandish Art 8, no. 1 (2016). Available online: https://jhna.org/articles/regurgitating-
nature-celebrated-anecdote-by-karel-van-mander-about-pieter-bruegel-the-elder/, accessed March 12, 2020. 
184 As such, rules about what one can and cannot eat are a feature of most if not all religions. In Christianity, as opposed to 
Judaism’s many rules regarding clean and unclean foods, the rules applied to eating become an issue of how one eats, or 
rather how one comports oneself, rather than a question of what one eats, as Jesus claims in the Gospel of Mark: ‘“Don’t 
you see that nothing that enters a person from the outside can defile them? For it doesn’t go into their heart but into their 
stomach, and then out of their body.” In saying this, Jesus declared all foods clean. He went on: “What comes out of a 
person is what defiles them. For it is from within, our of a person’s heart, that evil thoughts come […]. All these evils come 
from inside and defile a person”’ (NIV, Mark 7:18–23). 
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Despite Jesus’s assurance of the spiritual nature of the Eucharist, believers had always 

struggled with its material constitution (a fundamental issue for Christianity, as mentioned earlier). The 

act of consumption in the Christian faith cannot rid itself of its inherent ambiguity; although it is 

considered a superior act of piety, the same act of ingestion can also be considered the basest and most 

vile of all human actions, that of cannibalism. It all depends on how it is eaten, on how the believer 

receives communion. The act of eating in the Christian faith is thus something that demands an inner 

discernment. Similarly, the act of looking at an image, according to Christian doctrine, requires the 

viewer to discern between spiritual reverence and idolatry. In this chapter, we will explore the task of 

inner discernment that follows from the Eucharistic distinction between spiritual food and bodily food 

and examine how this task proves particularly difficult when it comes to images and the visual field. 

 

Spiritual Food – Imaginary Nourishment 

As outlined briefly above, the medieval discourse of appropriation – of texts, knowledge, morals, etc. – 

was pervaded by metaphors of consumption. The much-coveted intimacy with Christ and God was 

obtained through the study of the Word and the Holy Scripture for much of the early and high Middle 

Ages. Hence, spiritual ingestion was mainly associated with words and texts; scholars and learned 

clerics ruminated on the holy words of Scripture. The bodily engagement of faith, mediated by these 

metaphors, was mainly symbolical. Hence, imagery was only allowed to paint the walls of one’s soul, as 

Bernhard of Clairvaux preached (as discussed in the preceding chapter).185 This does not imply a 

complete lack of images in medieval culture, evidently. However, the notion of consumption with 

regard to imagery held more of a literal than a metaphorical meaning. Jérémie Koering’s upcoming 

book Des images que l’on mange considers a neglected circumstance in the history of visual culture; 

namely, that images have been eaten for millennia, from ancient Egyptian times to the medieval and 

early modern era. Images that represented gods were incorporated into cultic rituals as medicine as a 

means of transferring the gods’ powers to human beings. In such rituals, sacred sculptures would be 

doused in water while formulaic words were spoken, thereby infusing the water – which was then 

collected again – with magical powers that possessed healing properties when consumed. Alternatively, 

sculptures, relics, or frescoes of saints would be pulverized and put into water or liquid potions, which 

were then believed to carry an effect when drunk. This was also the case with Christian imagery in the 

Middle Ages.186 In this regard, images were not considered a valid means for the intellectual imitation of 

                                                
185 Ann W. Astell, Eating Beauty: The Eucharist and the Spiritual Arts of the Middle Ages (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2006), 
pp. BOOK IN OFFICE  (in chapter 1) 
186 Koering, Des images que l’on mange. I am thankful to Jérémie for offering me the opportunity to read parts of the 
manuscript before publication. From ‘Partie 1: L’image en soi; De l’ingestion des images dans le monde Chrétien’: ‘Si la 
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Christ’s divinity, as the slow and careful study of Scripture was; rather, they served to generate an 

immediate effect, like medicine. 

 As discussed in the introduction, the later medieval period saw a change in the status of 

images. From around the fourteenth century, images – more specifically, the Andachtsbild – acquired the 

potential to produce a spiritual effect on the believer: an image could be contemplated in the same way 

that a text could be contemplated.187 Although I have already touched upon this in the previous 

chapters, it is important to mention two circumstances of the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries that 

are crucial when it comes to the new status and function of images in the late Middle Ages. The new 

theories of vision and the concept of ‘ocular communion’ contributed greatly to alterations in 

conceptions of visual perception and thus to the creation of new types of imagery. With this alteration, 

the classic intellectual activities, such as reading and writing, were no longer the only ones to be 

associated with spiritual consumption; sight (the actual act of looking) also rendered possible a spiritual 

metabolism, that is, a transformation of the viewer from within. The function of images thus changed, 

to put it in very general terms, from being used to produce a direct healing effect on the body to 

enacting a more therapeutic transformation of the viewer’s soul.188 This change was crucial to the 

development of an intimate aesthetic in Northern Renaissance painting, as we shall see, as it brought 

with it a specific kind of appeal to the viewer. This appeal is the theme of this chapter, and it is 

characterized by the fact that the image seeks to get in touch with and enter what is now a spectator, who 

by default is at a distance from the picture. Our concern is thus the question of how the image seeks to 

bridge this distance. As I have discussed above, I am proposing to understand the purely visual appeal 

of the Flemish paintings as something that establishes a virtual intimacy between picture and viewer. In 

this way, the images teach us something about the nature of intimacy: that it is, as such, virtual.  

 The following will present a number of image types, all of which address the viewer’s 

spiritual appetite using visual means. These images are Andachtsbilder, which render Christian themes 

without directly illustrating textual sources and do so in relation to ingestion; namely, to the Eucharist 

(the Man of Sorrows) or to notions of religious nourishment (the Virgo lactans). A third kind of 

Andachtsbild with an appetizing appeal is Virgin and Child paintings with still lifes presented on a ledge 

                                                                                                                                                            
magie a fait l’objet d’une législation plutôt répressive dans le monde chrétien lors de l’instauration du christianisme comme 
religion impériale et si elle a souvent été frappée d’interdit dans les écrits patristiques, elle a assez largement survécu à la 
“christianisation complète du monde romain” entre le IVe et le VIe

 
siècle.’ Koering describes how magical traditions from 

ancient Egypt traveled into Christian culture and how figurines or other representations of Egyptian gods could function as 
representations of Christ and be used in medicine. Later, images of Christian saints would come to play magical roles and 
would accordingly be ingested during healing rituals. 
187 Hahn, ‘Visio Dei,’ pp. BOOK IN OFFICE 
188 Mitchell B. Merback, Perfection’s Therapy: An Essay on Albrecht Dürer’s Melancolia I (New York: Zone Books, 2017), pp. 77-
120. 
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or table in the picture’s foreground. All the motifs present food, lactating breasts, or bloody side 

wounds in a highly intimating manner by offering up their nourishment for the viewer’s consumption. 

In other words, the pictures in question are images that serve their motif to the spectator’s eyes with the 

aim of being incorporated into their imaginary. This feature is characteristic of late fifteenth- and early 

sixteenth-century Flemish painting. In this chapter, I will propose that we view this feature as a highly 

‘fecund’ example of a new kind of phantasmatic configuration; ‘phantasmatic’ partly because it seeks to 

enter the viewer and partly because it attempts to emulate the viewer’s inner images. To put it 

differently, the intimate aesthetic that characterizes Northern Renaissance painting is – when we 

consider the intimate appeal that is virtually performed by the said images – introducing a new 

configuration that can be called a phantasmatic image. An examination of these nourishing images and 

the way in which they generate an intimate appeal will, I believe, offer us a better understanding of the 

pictorial power embodied by paintings and illuminations at the time, and possibly also a better 

understanding of the power that images exert over us to this day. As such, the said pictures’ overt 

appeal to be ‘taken in’ by the viewer and thus in turn to ‘take the viewer in’ creates a visual language 

that teaches us something fundamental about the nature of the two-dimensional mode of 

representation; namely, that the image operates according to a non-predicative logic.189 This logic entails 

that the visual domain always poses a challenge for the gaze that wishes to discern. 

Hence, we will keep in mind throughout this chapter that food is a highly complex 

‘object’: it is always a symbol that is ‘linked to reality,’ as Hegel writes.190 And we will also remember 

that our own act of consumption is, as Freud teaches us, a fundamental element in understanding the 

production of symbolization – that is, representation – and imagination.191 In what follows, I will first 

show how this type of configuration appeared in paintings and manuscript illuminations. Then, I will 

show how the use of consumption metaphors pervaded philosophy, scholastic theology, and mystical 

writings in order to further discuss what distinguishes the visual consumption motifs from the use of 

similar metaphors in rhetorical discourse. Finally, I will assess the phantasmatic notion of the 

appetizing image. I shall begin with the paintings that display the most obvious appeal to the viewer’s 

appetite. 

 

 

 
                                                
189 The notion of the ‘non-predicative’ logic of images comes from Gottfried Boehm, to whom I will refer later in this 
chapter. 
190 See Bernard Siegert, Cultural Techniques: Grids, Filters, Doors, and Other Articulations of the Real, trans. Geoffrey Winthrop-
Young (New York: Fordham University Press, 2015), p. 42. 
191 See above, page 67-70. 
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A Meal Is Served 

In the early decades of the sixteenth century, several Netherlandish painters began placing highly 

illusionistic renditions of food in the foreground of devotional paintings of the Virgin and Child, 

thereby presenting viewers with the first cases of Netherlandish still lifes that were later to become a 

genre in their own right (ill. 2.1). In these pictures, shiny bunches of grapes, pomegranates, apples, 

flowers, glasses of wine, or loaves of bread make up a whole meal, painted in such a dazzling trompe l’oeil 

on a ledge or table in the bottom foreground of the picture that it seems to be offered up for the 

viewer’s consumption. Meanwhile, the presence of the Holy Virgin and her God-born child reminds us 

of the context in which the food should be 

viewed. Apples, pears, pomegranates, cherries, 

and wine are not just sensuous and colorful 

ornamentation to the scene of the beautiful 

Virgin and Child; they also function as Christian 

symbols of and allusions to the mystery of the 

Incarnation, the Fall of Man, and the nurturing 

and nourishing role of the Church. Joos van 

Cleve’s painting is not the only one of its kind: 

still-life elements on a ledge can be found in 

numerous Virgin and Child pictures by the 

painters of the period, including Gerard David, 

Quentin Massys, and more (ill. 2.2, 2.3, 2.4). 

This kind of alluring address to the viewer 

generated by the illusionistic rendition of food 

on a parapet is a wholly intimate pictorial 

gesture, if we take the meaning of the word 

‘intimate’ literally: the painting not only seeks to 

emulate closeness to the viewer by way of the 

nearness of the figures, but – via the pictured food – also addresses the viewer’s innermost interior in 

that it invites them to incorporate the depicted motif into their imagination.  

 While tables and shelves had displayed food and wine in devotional paintings of the 

Virgin and Child throughout the late fifteenth century, the representation of food in the foreground of  

2.1. Joos van Cleve, The Holy Family, 1512–1513, oil on wood, 
Metropolitan Museum of Art. 
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2.2. Quentin Massys, Virgin and Child, 1529, oil on wood, 
Louvre. 

 

 
2.3. Master of Antwerp, Virgin and Child, 1520–1530, oil 
on wood, Städel Museum, Frankfurt. 

 
2.4. Gerard David, Virgin and Child with Milk Soup, ca. 
1515, oil on wood, Aurora Trust, New York. 

 

 

 
2.5. Giovanni Bellini, Virgin and Child, ca. 1470, tempera 
oil and gold on wood, Metropolitan Museum of Art.
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the painting, placed as if connecting the space of the viewer with the space of the painting, was a 

relatively new sight in the late fifteenth- and early sixteenth-century Low Countries. Originally, this 

pictorial composition came from Italy, where painters such as Giovanni Bellini and Carlo Crivelli 

portrayed the Virgin presenting the Christ Child to the viewer on a ledge (ill. 2.5). These Italian 

compositions would sometimes include food next to the Christ Child; typically fruits like cherries or 

pomegranates, as well as flowers. But although themes of consumption are played out in Italian 

paintings of the Virgin and Child and the presentation of symbolic fruits such as apples and pears 

evokes the Fall of Man and the Incarnation, they were not always presented as an appealing gesture to 

the viewer as they are in the Northern European still 

lifes. In Botticelli’s Madonna of the Book, for example, 

the bowl of cherries, apples, and pears is placed at the 

back of the scene behind the more important open 

book, and in Crivelli’s signature compositions of the 

Madonna, legumes and fruit make up heavy vines 

adorning the heavenly Virgin and her child, taking on 

both an ornamental and a symbolic function (ill. 2.6, 

2.7).192  

Meanwhile, the northern painters – 

notably those from the Southern Netherlands – 

framed the edible arrangements in a slightly different 

way. The attention to details and surface texture so 

characteristic of the Netherlandish style and the 

homely setting of the religious scenes also takes effect 

in the staging of the food and gives it a quotidian 

character. In Joos van Cleve’s paintings, for example, 

The Holy Family (ill. 2.1), the parapet – here covered 

with a green cloth – serves to display a meal complete 

with household paraphernalia: a plate for the fruit, a beaker for the wine, and a knife that has cut the 

walnut in two. Only marginally further back, the Virgin and Child are seated in a small, cropped room, 

with a window through which a hooded Joseph leans, taking off his glasses in order to peek at Mary 

                                                
192 It has recently been proposed that the cucumber functions as a sophisticated signature device. See Thomas Golsenne, 
‘Carlo Crivelli: Portrait of the Artist as a Cucumber,’ in Ornament and Illusion: Carlo Crivelli of Venice, ed. Stephen J. Campbell 
(Boston/London: Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum/Paul Holberton Publishing, 2015), pp. 79–93. 

2.6. Sandro Botticelli, The Virgin and Child (The Madonna 
of the Book), ca. 1480, tempera on wood, Museo Poldi 
Pezzoli. 
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nursing her baby Jesus. On the wall behind Mary is 

a shelf supporting a glass carafe and a wooden box, 

and right underneath hangs a whiskbroom: all 

objects symbolizing the Virgin’s purity and 

rendered with great attention to detail.193 As is the 

case with the Netherlandish painterly style discussed 

in the previous chapter(s), the mixture of religious 

symbolism and ordinary objects again builds a 

tension between the supernatural and the mundane. 

And in this case, we are not only dealing with 

material objects, but with foodstuffs, thus causing 

the tension to intensify. As stated above, food is not 

just any material object; it is the base matter that 

awakens and tempts our bodily appetites – that is, 

our carnal drives – which human beings must strive 

to repress according to Christian doctrine. In an 

image like Joos van Cleve’s Holy Family, the luscious 

fruits and beautifully translucent glass of wine are 

presented not only as symbols to be looked at, but 

as flavorful little portions for the viewer to imaginarily taste and ingest. Hence, parallel to the difficulty 

of discerning between one’s spiritual appetite and one’s corporeal appetite, these pictures confront us 

with the difficulty of discerning between a spiritual way of seeing the symbolic meaning in the pictures 

and the sensuous pleasure of the objects’ beauty. 

 

Pious Ingestion  

In his seminal study of Southern Netherlandish Virgin and Child paintings from 1450 to 1550, The Fruit 

of Devotion (1994), Reindert Falkenburg presented a comprehensive analysis of the appearance of food 

in devotional imagery of Early Netherlandish painting. In the book, he shows how in this period, 

motifs of fruit, flowers, and small meals became a fairly frequent and hitherto unseen supplement to 

the intimate scene between the two holy personages.194  

                                                
193 Ainsworth, From Van Eyck to Bruegel, p. 248. 
194 Reindert Falkenburg, The Fruit of Devotion: Mysticism and the Imagery of Love in Flemish Paintings of the Virgin and the Child, 
1450–1550, trans. Sammy Herman (Amsterdam: John Benjamins Publishing Co., 1994). Falkenburg’s groundbreaking study 
of food imagery in Southern Netherlandish Virgin and Child imagery is a crucial backdrop for this chapter. 

2.7. Carlo Crivelli, Virgin and Child, ca. 1480, tempera and 
gold on wood, Metropolitan Museum of Art. 
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Falkenburg presents a set of analyses that are relevant to our study. Firstly, he sees the 

display of food and the ‘intimate homely portrayal of the Virgin and Child at the dinner table’ as fitting 

neatly with the contemporary ‘tendency to make religious protagonists more familiar to their 

observers.’195 In this sense, the genre-like scene of the Virgin and Child belongs to the category of the 

Andachtsbild discussed above; a ‘purely pictorial invention’ without direct textual sources, which stages 

the religious subjects in a well-known environment in order to make the figures seem more animated 

and thus more accessible. The fostering of a sense of familiarity between the viewer and the divine 

Christ was one of the Andachtsbild’s major contributions to late medieval devotional culture, whose 

practitioners were mostly laypeople who took a more affective approach to their religion, as opposed to 

the literature-oriented approach taken by the clergy. Characterized by a sense of immediacy, the holy 

figures dominate the center of the picture in order to give the viewer a feeling of ‘being in the presence 

of the holy figure.’196 This effect of presence would encourage the viewer’s empathy, but it would also 

provide an intense ‘virtual space’ for the viewer to sink into meditation on the mysteries of faith such as 

the Incarnation and the redemption of mankind. Given this function of the Andachtsbild, Falkenburg 

argues, the depiction of food can be seen as a kind of ‘realism effect’ awakening responses of 

recognition in the viewer.  

However, Falkenburg also elaborates on the significance of displays of food in relation to 

the pictures’ devotional function. As previous studies of the symbolic value of fruit and flowers in 

Virgin and Child paintings had done before him, Falkenburg connects the vegetal imagery to the 

sumptuous metaphors of the Old Testament love poem, King Solomon’s Song of Songs. This ancient 

poem, which recounts a love union between a bride and a groom expressed in highly sensual language 

that was saturated with floral and fragrance metaphors, had long been used in Christian exegesis as an 

image of the marriage between Christ and Mary, of Mary as a symbol of the Church, or of Christ as the 

groom and the bride as the human soul, most notably in St. Bernard’s sermons, as mentioned in the 

preceding chapter. The grapes, the vine, and the pomegranate can thus also be seen to work as 

sensuous symbols that deepen the meaning of the intimate connection between the Virgin and Child, as 

well as the intimate connection between God and the Church, the divinity and humankind. 

However, the fact that this illusionistic display of fruit and wine is placed in close 

proximity to the viewer leads us to assume that its placement calls for more than just an iconographical 

decoding. Falkenburg’s key contribution to our understanding of depictions of food in early 

Netherlandish painting consists in his coupling of the function of the Andachtsbild to the act of 

                                                
195 Ibid., p. 7. 
196 Ibid., p. 2. See also pp. 78–80. 
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consumption. He argues that the depictions of food should not only be regarded as effects of realistic 

presence or as symbolic references to the Song of Songs, but also as visual metaphors of consumption 

that correspond to the widespread use of consumption metaphors that abounds in contemporary 

devotional discourse; metaphors which not only allude to the Song of Songs, but also – of course – to 

the Eucharist. Hence, according to the devotional practices at the time, taste and ingestion were acts of 

piety. Tracing imagery of food, fruit, and flowers in contemporary literature, from monastic doctrines 

to mystical writing and allegorical garden tracts to ordinary hymns, Falkenburg demonstrates the 

omnipresence of metaphors of consumption in meditative and contemplative guidelines of the time, 

and he connects them to the iconography of the devotional pictures.  

Such texts could present the reader with garden allegories, which, through the voice of 

Christ, invite the devout soul to consume his body and blood, as in this hymn full of floral imagery: 

‘See the pure rose bedewed with the color of my blood […]. Suck the sweet honey from there.’ In 

another verse, the allegory incites the reader to imagine herself ‘drunk with the fountain of welfare and 

[…] satiated with the nourishment of my sweetness.’197 Hadewijch, a female Flemish mystic living in the 

thirteenth century, writes poetically about consuming Christ in love as well as being consumed by him in 

an act of ultimate union:  

 

Love’s bond unites all 

in consummation, in pleasure 

[…]  

Thus he [Jesus] showed us that he himself is love 

which surpasses all human senses 

He who gave himself to us to eat. 

Through this we know 

That this is the most intimate love 

Through eating, through tasting, through inner vision.198  

 

Other texts, like hymns, which are mainly considered a literary genre for the ‘simpler spiritual circles,’ 

also contain a number of taste and ingestion metaphors, such as here in a song to St. Catherine:  

 

In the sweet 

                                                
197 Falkenburg, The Fruit of Devotion, p. 47. 
198 Hadewijch, as cited in Falkenburg The Fruit of Devotion, p. BOOK IN OFFICE 
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kingdom of heaven 

your senses are awakened 

your taste is sweet 

your touch is good 

your scent is overflowing 

O dearest Catherine 

I pray that it may 

Let me consume thereof.199 

 

Another song called ‘When I Look upon my Life’ longingly expresses a desire for union with God. It is 

worth noting how that union is pictured as coming about through a joint act of seeing and tasting: 

 

I wish I could consume God’s being  

Lovingly in my heart 

[…] 

I must learn to see and learn to taste 

How a lover speaks to a lover without a sound.200  

 

The metaphorical language of sexual union overflowing with vegetal and botanical imagery in ‘The 

Song of Songs’ abounded in the fifteenth- and sixteenth-century Netherlands and constituted a source 

of inspiration for the expression of the desire to unite with or even to let one’s body meld with the 

body of Christ. By calling attention to the pervasive connection between consumption and meditation 

in the literary traditions of the late Middle Ages, Falkenburg is able to show how the paintings address 

the same issue using visual means. Although eating is rarely directly shown and is most often only 

alluded to, the fruit and flowers undoubtedly refer to consumption by way of the symbolism that they 

take from the Song of Songs, but they also – due to the way they are presented – invite the viewer to 

‘actively’ take part in the consumption. Falkenburg suggests that the parapet turns the edge of the 

painting into a prie-dieu and the pieces of fruit into objects of meditation.201 The fruits are laid out on an 

‘interactive surface’ for the viewer to engage with and the trompe l’oeil style is meant to suggest a sense of 

nearness to them.  

                                                
199 Ibid., p. 71. 
200 Ibid. 
201 Ibid., other page number, BOOK IN OFFICE. 
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As such, ‘the act of eating and smelling exemplifies a form of pietas,’ and this pious 

gesture is intended to provoke a similar attitude in the viewer: ‘Indeed, by thinking about the 

symbolism of the flowers and fruit the viewer performs the imitation of the pietas […]. The viewer’s 

thoughts on the theme are also a form of ingestive meditation.’202 This should make the connection 

between literature and painting abundantly clear: ‘In the light of the consumption motifs of the garden 

tracts and the allusions to “tasting” and “smelling” in contemporary prayers it is clear that this is 

precisely the message intended in these paintings: contemplation is nourishment; meditation and prayer 

are forms of spiritual consumption.’203 

 

The Intimate Appeal – Art Historical Perspectives on Consumption Motifs 

Thanks to Falkenburg, we come to understand that the food motifs in the Virgin and Child pictures 

function as an intensifying configuration of the believer’s bodily and emotional devotion. The displays 

of food are an invitation to pious inwardness, and their sensual display should be viewed in the context 

of a devotional praxis that considered the affective engagement with Christ’s life stimulated by the 

senses and acts of incorporation – bodily as well as spiritually – as a necessary deepening of the 

devotee’s commitment.  

Falkenburg’s study is of immense importance for elucidating the significance of food 

motifs and the specific mode of food display that the Netherlandish painters adopted from the Italians 

and developed in their own way. Therefore, his analysis is presented as the point of departure on which 

this chapter will build its proposition. The aim of the following is thus to elaborate on Falkenburg’s 

analysis of fruit and flower motifs by focusing on the intimate appeal to the viewer implied by the still 

lifes. As already mentioned, it is the particular address to sight that is of interest here.  

Falkenburg’s study is strictly limited to Madonna and Child paintings from the Southern 

Netherlands from 1450 to 1550; it does not include other types of pictures that address the viewer’s 

‘ocular ingestion.’ There are, however, several other picture types from the fourteenth and fifteenth 

centuries that address the viewer’s scopic drive. Such picture types include paintings of the Virgo lactans, 

the Schmerzensmann, and illusionistic margins containing fruit and flower motifs or illuminations of the 

side wound in Netherlandish manuscripts, all of which reveal that metaphors of consumption were not 

only pervasive in devotional and theological texts, nor were they limited to fruit and flower themes in 

Virgin and Child paintings, but rather that they found their way into a whole array of scenes and thus 

                                                
202 Ibid., p. 85. 
203 Ibid., p. 87. 
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gave rise to a pictorial kind of address particular to devotional pictures in the early modern 

Netherlands.  

In the following, I will gather a selection of these ‘consumption motifs,’ firstly in order to 

demonstrate the wide dissemination of the ‘intimate appeal’ that is found in them and secondly in order 

to analyze the appeal of the imagery as a new kind of iconic gesture that differs markedly from textual 

symbolism. This means that each motif will receive only scant attention in favor of a general reflection 

on the images’ intimating ‘gesture,’ as I believe that the address to the viewer can be characterized as a 

fundamental change in iconic culture, the impacts of which we are still witnessing.  

 Although there has been a great deal of discussion of the subject of consumption in late 

medieval art, there are few studies that devote more than a little attention to the broader implications of 

the intimate pictorial appeal. It is not that this appeal is overlooked, far from it, but its sensuality often 

occasions analyses of the problems related to decorum or gender politics that are caused by the 

exposure of, for instance, bare breasts.204 Furthermore, studies of consumption motifs are also often 

limited to singular picture types, such as fourteenth-century sculptures of the Virgo lactans, 

representations of side wounds in manuscript paintings, or the stylistic development of the Man of 

Sorrows/imago pietatis motif.205 What is also clear when dealing with art historical literature regarding 

themes of consumption is that much of it is concerned with the gendered aspects of the pictures that 

represent breasts, ‘vaginal’ side wounds, and eroticized fruits. To mention a few: Martha Easton has 

studied the ambiguous gendering of the side wound in depictions of it as a vagina-like slit in 

fourteenth-century manuscript illuminations, Barbara Baert has looked into the ‘gender-specific 

iconography’ of the fourteenth-century Beato Chiarito tabernacle produced in Italy, and Andrea 

Pearson reflects upon the homo-erotic tensions in sixteenth-century paintings of the infant Christ and 

St. John the Baptist embracing in a kiss.206 The overarching aim of such studies is to assess the specific 

iconography of particular works in accordance and/or discordance with the prevailing gender ideals of 

the time.207  

                                                
204 As in, for instance, Jutta Sperling, ‘Address, Desire, Lactation: On a Few Gender-Bending Images of the Virgin and Child 
by Jan Gossaert,’ Wallraf-Richartz-Jahrbuch 76 (2015): 49–77. 
205 As is the case in, for instance, Johanna G. Seasonwein, ‘The Nursing Queen: Sculptures of the Virgo Lactans in Late 
Medieval France’ (PhD diss., Columbia University, 2010); Martha Easton, ‘The Wound of Christ, The Mouth of Hell: 
Appropriations and Inversions of Female Anatomy in the Later Middle Ages,’ in Tributes to Jonathan G. Alexander: The Making 
and Meaning of Illuminated Medieval & Renaissance Manuscripts, Art & Architecture, ed. Susan L’Engle and Gary Guest (London: 
Harvey Miller Publishers, 2006), pp. 395–414. 
206 See Barbara Baert, ‘Nourished by Inwardness: The Beato Chiarito Tabernacle (c. 1340),’ in Speaking to the Eye, pp. 213–40; 
Andrea Pearson, ‘Consumption as Eroticism in Early Netherlandish Devotional Art,’ in Imagery and Ingenuity in Early Modern 
Europe: Essays in Honor of Jeffrey Chipps Smith, ed. Alisa Carlson, Catharine Ingersoll, and Jessica Weiss (Turnhout: Brepols, 
2019), pp. 18–28 (I am thankful to Andrea Pearson for allowing me to see an earlier unpublished version of this article). 
207 Other articles with a similar focus include Megan Holmes, ‘Disrobing the Virgin: The Madonna Lactans in Fifteenth-
Century Florentine Art,’ in Picturing Women in Renaissance and Baroque Italy, ed. Sara Matthews Grieco and Geraldine A. 
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Caroline Walker Bynum has been immensely important thanks to her discussion of a 

gendered perspective towards food and consumption culture in the late Middle Ages. Her book Holy 

Feast and Holy Fast: The Religious Significance of Food to Medieval Women has had great influence on 

succeeding scholarship of consumption metaphors and motifs.208 Her study was paramount in calling 

attention to the importance of food and ingestion in medieval devotional culture, and with it, she 

showed that consumption, both literal and metaphorical, held specific connotations and was a 

profoundly devout gesture in female religious communities as well as in texts written by female mystics. 

Bynum’s study is classically historical in its scope, and although she references pictures, they remain 

illustrations to her points. Hence, the development of visual culture is not a focal point in her work. 

Nevertheless, her rich and insightful study – as well as the others mentioned above – will inform this 

portion of the chapter, although I hesitate to adopt a gendered perspective towards the images. It is 

worth mentioning Falkenburg’s moderation of the gendered perspective when, in a criticism of 

Bynum’s insistence on the female perspective, he points to the existence of several medieval examples 

of male consumption (in mystical or lay contexts).209 I too am convinced that although ingestion may 

have held a specific significance for medieval women, metaphors of consumption and images 

containing edible motifs were not limited to a female readership or audience.  

Another study is of fundamental importance to our interest in the pictorial address, and 

that is Hans Belting’s investigation of fourteenth-century Italian representations of the imago pietatis 

picture type (which I mentioned and discussed in the first chapter). In this book, Belting shows how a 

particular pictorial version of the imago pietatis – namely, the one displaying Christ being lifted out 

towards the viewer by either one or two angels – references the Elevation of the Host at mass. This is 

an important iconographical finding, which was later supported, amongst others, by Maurice McNamee 

in his study of the vested angels surrounding or supporting Christ: their dress alludes to the liturgical 

dress worn at mass, underscoring the Eucharistic context.210 This iconographical study is immensely 

important for understanding when and how a particular appeal to the viewer came about. Belting’s 

interpretation of the motif, which is without textual sources in that it only references the event of the 

mass, is mostly concerned with its symbolic meaning. He thus sees the picture as visualizing a 

‘sacramental reality’ by enlivening a dead body through representation. In this sense, the animation of 

the picture is a re-enactment of the ritual of the mass, and the image itself becomes like the Eucharist. 

                                                                                                                                                            
Johnson (Cambridge/New York: Cambridge University Press, 1997), pp. 167–95; Beth Williamson, ‘The Virgin Lactans as a 
Second Eve: The Image of the Salvatrix,’ Studies in Iconography 19 (1998): 105–38. 
208 For an account of female sensitivity specifically related to ingestion, see Helen Solterer, ‘Seeing, Hearing, Tasting 
Woman: Medieval Senses of Reading,’ Comparative Literature 46, no. 2 (1994): 129–45. 
209 Falkenburg, The Fruit of Devotion, pp. BOOK IN OFFICE 
210 Maurice McNamee, Vested Angels: Eucharistic Allusions in Early Netherlandish Paintings (Leuven: Peeters, 1998). 
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In this book, however, Belting is less preoccupied with studying the image type’s appeal to the viewer 

and the context of the ritual of the Eucharist at mass. How this overlooks an important aspect of the 

picture’s function will become clearer when we come to discuss the images in relation to the historical 

context of the Eucharist below.  

One other study should also be mentioned briefly in this already brief review of scholarly 

contributions to ‘appetizing motifs,’ and that is Jérémie Koering’s Des images que l’on mange. This is a 

grand survey of traditions of iconophagia (the eating of images) going from as far back as ancient cult 

rituals in Egypt to modern-day Western art.211 Unfortunately, the book has not yet been published, but 

Koering has shown an interest in concepts of the link between eating and imagery for some time, 

especially metaphors of consumption in relation to painterly practices. Thus, he has published on Titian 

as an ‘iconophage’ who ‘eats’ and ‘digests’ the images of other painters in order to spit them back out 

onto his canvas in a different form, and also on Taddeo Zuccari’s artistic education as a process of 

‘incorporation.’212 An interest in artistic practices is nevertheless also outside this chapter’s area of 

priority; namely, the relationship between painting and viewer. The as-yet unpublished manuscript 

would, however, doubtlessly have been of enormous relevance to the current chapter of this 

dissertation.  

With regard to the still-life motifs in the Virgin and Child paintings, one could consider 

including theoretical reflections on the still-life type, such as the by-now classic contributions by 

Norman Bryson and Victor Stoichita. However, both Bryson and Stoichita deal with meta-pictorial 

aspects of imagery from the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries; a period when the pictures’ ‘serving’ 

address to the viewer had become commonplace. The Danish writer and architect Steen Eiler 

Rasmussen succinctly states that it became increasingly important ‘how effectfully one could serve the 

objects’ for the viewer in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.213 Our point of interest is the late 

Middle Ages and early Renaissance as a period of transition, when images gradually began to shift in 

function and appeal.  

 

 

                                                
211 Koering, Des images que l’on mange. From what I have read of the manuscript, it is clear that the whole book would have 
been of immense relevance to this chapter. 
212 Jérémie Koering, ‘To Drink Pictures. Fluids, Imagination and Image-Making in the Renaissance,’ in Einfluss, Strömung, 
Quelle: Aquatische Metaphern der Kunstgeschichte, ed. Ulrich Pfisterer and Christine Tauber (Bielefeld: Transcript Verlag, 2018), 
pp. 23–47, and ‘Titien l’iconophage,’ Venezia Cinquecento 21 (2011): 5–37. 
213 Steen Eiler Rasmussen, Om at opleve arkitektur (Copenhagen: Gads Forlag, 1957/1989), p. 63: ‘The task of [sixteenth- and 
seventeenth-century] painting consisted in elaborating already existing work, to arrange something rather than to produce. It 
now became crucial how strikingly the objects were served [to the viewer]’ (‘Opgaverne [billedkunstens i 1500–1600-tallet] 
bestod altsaa i at foretage en videre bearbejdning af noget allerede bearbejdet, i at arrangere mere end at frembringe. Det blev 
afgørende, hvor effektfult man kunne servere tingene’; my translation). 
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The Nourishing Breast – The Virgo Lactans 

If we take a second look at the devotional Virgin and 

Child paintings from the Low Countries, such as 

those described in Falkenburg’s study, we notice that 

the fruit and wine in the foreground are sometimes 

not the only nutritious objects in the painting. Rather, 

a second source of nourishment protrudes out 

towards the viewer: the bared breast of the Virgin. 

Painters from the Low Countries took great care to 

render the exposed part of the Virgin’s bosom with a 

naturalistic fervor that differed from the Italian 

tradition, which instead tended to depict the Virgin’s 

breast as diminished and oddly proportioned, placed 

closer to her neck than to her torso.214 From looking 

at a number of Netherlandish paintings, it seems 

obvious that the Virgin’s breast is rendered 

naturalistically, even to a conspicuously erotic extent 

(ill. 2.8),215 and what is also clear in many of these images is that the Virgin’s breast is being offered not 

to the Christ Child, but to the viewer. In the Virgin and Child motifs by Dirk Bouts, Gérard David, 

Joos van Cleve, Jan van Hemessen, Jan Gossaert, and Jean Fouquet, as well as in the well-known The 

Virgin and Child before a Firescreen, the Virgin’s bare breast is turned towards the viewer, the centered 

nipple projecting out as if it is being offered up for the viewer to suckle on. In the latter picture, a drop 

of milk even runs from the nipple (ill. 2.9).  

The Virgin’s milk was an important symbol of spiritual nourishment and a visible sign of 

everything the Virgin stood for as the mother of Jesus. Her act of nursing embodied the tender and 

loving care for which the believer longed, making her mercy as much an object of desire as the mercy 

of Christ. In the later Middle Ages, it was believed that she, as the closest person to Christ, held a 

power of persuasion over him that made people turn to her for salvation before turning to her son.216 

As an intercessor, she assured salvation. Consequently, just as Christ’s sacrifice of blood was iterated in 

the sacrament of the Eucharist, the Virgin’s milk also came to hold a sacramental and sacrificial value.  
                                                
214 Sperling, ‘Address, Desire, Lactation,’ p. 55. 
215 The eroticism of Christian images is dealt with – although in a different context and with a different analytical aim – in 
Leo Steinberg’s famous study of the representation of Christ’s genitals in The Sexuality of Christ in Renaissance Art and in 
Modern Oblivion (Chicago/London: Chicago University Press, 1983/1996). 
216 Williamson, ‘The Virgin Lactans as a Second Eve,’ p. 111. 

2.8. Dirk Bouts, Virgin and Child, ca. 1465, oil with egg 
tempera on wood, National Gallery, London 
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In medieval medicine, much inspired by 

Aristotle, it was believed that women’s 

menstrual blood changed into milk during 

pregnancy, in the sense that the blood in the 

womb traveled through the fetus to the 

breasts, where it changed color and 

substance.217 Thus, milk was related to blood 

and hence the Virgin’s offering of milk 

became likened to Christ’s offering of his 

body. Due to the bodily proximity of bosom 

and torso, her breast’s lactation became 

analogous to Christ’s side wound.218 Hence, 

just as the Virgin could be seen pinching her 

nipple with a tweezer-shaped grip of her 

fingers, Christ can also be seen pinching his 

side wound. 

Jan van Hemessen’s Virgin and 

Child (1520s) found an interesting way to 

display the analogy of the side wound and 

the nursing breast (ill. 2.10). Beneath a large 

tree, whose low, dense crown has been taken over by ripe grapevines, Mary sits with a naked baby Jesus 

on her lap. Holding an apple in her right hand while supporting the child’s body with her left, Mary 

evokes her Christ Child’s destiny as the one who will redeem mankind from the sin of stealing the 

apple. Reaching for the apple as a sign of his knowledge and his assumption of his role as the coming 

savior of man, the baby boy looks up at his mother, who, on the other hand, seems to look beyond the 

space of the painting, as if picturing the events to come. The grapes above their heads also point to the 

coming sacrifice, as the source of the wine that will turn into blood in the sacrament. However, they 

presumably also reference the verse from the Song of Songs that states ‘this thy stature is like to a palm 

tree, and thy breasts to clusters of grape’ and thus connects the fruit to the Virgin’s bosom in a poetic 

context as sources of a loving union.  

                                                
217 Seasonwein, The Nursing Queen, p. 8.  
218 Easton, ‘The Wound of Christ, the Mouth of Hell,’ pp. 397–99 ff.  

2.9. Follower of Robert Campin, The Virgin and Child before a 
Firescreen, ca. 1440, oil and egg tempera on wood, National Gallery, 
London. 
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This brings us to Hemessen’s depiction of the exposed breast and the very striking slit in 

the Virgin’s blouse that frames it in a highly eroticized unveiling. While the display of naked skin may 

most likely also have had erotic connotations for the fifteenth-century viewer, the framing of the blouse 

is interesting because the red fabric also resembles flesh. The red velvety textile is draped in a way that 

makes it look like a fleshy opening, or like a side wound. In this sense, the Virgin’s breast also 

foreshadows the sacrificial blood of her son, and the nourishing milk of the breast is thus likened to the 

nourishing blood of the Eucharist. Again, as in the Virgin and Child pictures containing still lifes, we 

see a rendering of the Virgin and Child with polyvalent nourishing sources so as to give the devotee 

substantial themes and associations on which to build their ‘spiritual consumption’; that is, their 

meditation. And, as these examples show, the absence of a foregrounded still life did not necessarily 

mean that the painting did not appeal to be ingested by the viewer. 

 

 
2.10. Jan van Hemessen, Virgin and Child Beneath a Vine, 1520s, oil on wood, unknown collection. 
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Christ as Host 

As alluded to above, representations of Christ’s side resemble the form of address displayed in the 

depictions of the Virgin’s breast. This is evident in certain fifteenth-century paintings of the Man of 

Sorrows, in which Christ emphasizes his side wound with his fingers in a manner similar to Mary’s v-

shaped grip around her nipple mentioned above. Likewise, this pincer grip seems to address the 

spectator with an invitation to ingest and internalize the side wound’s blood. 

In Meister Francke’s panel painting, we are presented with a meager, suffering Christ, supported and 

carried forward by a mournful angel who 

hides behind him and two smaller angels 

at his side who support his languid arms 

(ill. 2.11). Christ’s right hand frames the 

bloody side wound in a pincer grip, while 

his left holds a whip. A small collection 

of the arma Christi – the instruments for 

the Passion of Christ – are furthermore 

shown in the hands of the diminutive 

angel in the foreground. 

 

Hans Memling repeats the scene and 

Christ’s pincer grip around his side 

wound in The Man of Sorrows in the Arms of 

the Virgin (1475–1479) (ill. 2.12). Again, 

Christ is held out towards the viewer, this 

time by his mother, and again, the arma 

Christi appear, this time as a more 

elaborate background tapestry including 

portrait busts of the apostles. The 

connection between Christ being offered 

to the viewer as he pinches his side wound and the arma Christi is relevant to our examination of 

devotional imagery as ‘edible.’ In contemporary devotional pictures, the instruments of the Passion 

functioned as meditational signposts in the sense that each figure would spur the viewer to contemplate 

2.11. Meister Francke, Man of Sorrows, 1430, Museum der bildenden 
Künste. 



 104 

a specific aspect as well as a specific moment of the Passion.219 Accordingly, the objects would help the 

devout to remember the story of the Passion and thus to re-experience and relive the event in his mind, 

helped along by the bodily ‘presentification’ of the figure of Christ. The arma Christi were meditational 

devices that helped the viewer’s memory; that is, the internalization of her understanding of Christ’s 

fate. Hence, the suffering and wounded Christ as something that is offered for the viewer’s 

internalization shares the representational logic of the Arma Christi: both are meant to be incorporated 

into the mind and soul of the believer. Daniel Arasse emphasizes that the Arma Christi are not just 

‘signs’ to be remembered; rather, they are 

meditational objects to be internalized using 

mystical means. The unrealistic depictions of all 

the objects floating around in space are to be 

‘realized’ in the viewer’s mind, and hence the 

objects themselves are ‘realistically’ represented: 

‘Les Arma Christi suscitent une irréalité de la 

représentation que le dévot doit rendre 

intérieurement réelle, en activant mystiquement 

chachun de ses détails.’220 The memorizing act is 

an act of individualization that is stimulated by 

the details; they address each viewer’s 

engagement with the motif. 

 

Meanwhile, the suffering Christ 

should not only be viewed in terms of its 

connection to memorial techniques and the 

arma Christi. Above all, the specific image of the 

angels presenting the shrouded Christ by lifting 

him up and out towards the viewer references 

the central story of consumption in the Christian religion, the ritual of the Eucharist at mass.221 The 

presence of the angels has no biblical source – no angel lifted the dead Christ out of the tomb – but is 

often said to belong to the iconography of the Mass of Saint Gregory, where at the point of its 

                                                
219 Arasse, Le Détail, pp. 69–71. 
220 Ibid., p. 70. 
221 When Mary lifts Christ forward in Memling’s work, she embodies the scene of the pietà and thus also brings a different 
set of connotations to the image. 

2.12. Hans Memling, Man of Sorrows in the Arms of the Virgin, ca. 
1475, oil on wood, National Gallery of Victoria. 
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elevation, the host was seemingly transformed into Christ as the Man of Sorrows rising from his tomb 

at the altar before both Gregory and a congregation of nonbelievers, who were then, as a consequence 

of the miracle, convinced of the powers of Christianity (ill. 2.13). However, this story and the late 

medieval iconographical tradition of the Mass of St. Gregory do not explain the presence of the angels 

in the Man of Sorrows motifs.  

As already mentioned above, Hans Belting showed how the motif of the Man of Sorrows 

being held forward by angels should be understood as a cult image referencing the Eucharistic ritual. 

The particular composition of Christ being lifted by angels was initially a sculptural invention, he 

determines, as seen in reliefs from as early as the 

thirteenth century. Belting observed how the 

suffering half-dead, half-length Christ draws on the 

pictorial tradition of the descent from the cross 

(imago pietatis), but he also noted that its 

significance and function altered with the angels’ 

intervention and their presentation of Christ in a 

shroud. Rather, this gesture references the way in 

which the host would be presented at mass. The 

picture thus turns into a visualization of the 

content of the sacrament.222 Consequently, Belting 

argues, ‘die Anspielung auf die Elevation der 

Hostie [war] erst möglich, nachdem der Betrachter 

im Bild die Realität der Hostie die Sichtbarkeit des 

Bildes zu erleben bereit war.’223 The images had 

earned their function as pseudo-rituals that 

animated the dead body of Christ, just as the 

sacramental ritual did, and thus they ensured the 

intimate union with Christ.224 Furthermore, Belting 

claims that ‘sacramental realism’ – the enlivening of a dead body through representation – is what 

created the conditions for a pictorial rhetoric that engages with the viewer as if in a dialogue.225 The 

                                                
222 Belting, Das Bild und sein Publikum: ‘Denn die kultische Inszenierung der Passion bediente sich der sakramentalen Realität, 
indem neben dem Kreuz oder anstelle des Kreuzes die konsekrierte hostie verwendet wurde,’ p. 108; ‘In diesen Bildern, die 
ihrerseits auf die Kreuzabnahme rückbezogen waren, wurde das Sakrament im Wortsinne anschaulich,’ pp. 113–14 ff. 
223 Ibid., p. 124. 
224 Ibid., p. 125. 

2.13. From Dijon, Mass of St. Gregory, mid-fifteenth 
century, Louvre. 
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Andachtsbild thus adopted cultic elements from Church rituals and reliquaries, which had hitherto been 

the most powerful mediation of the divine, into a private realm. 

We find further support for this observation in Maurice McNamee’s study of vested 

angels as they appeared in pictures (both sculptures and paintings) around the fourteenth century. 

McNamee’s important contribution to the study of Christian iconography called attention to the 

clothing of the angels in pictures such as Memling’s and Francke’s by pointing out that such angels only 

began occurring in images produced in the Low Countries from the early fourteenth century onwards. 

The garments they wear are liturgical vestments that were worn during mass, and hence their presence 

in paintings unequivocally refers to the Eucharist. McNamee thus sees their appearance in paintings to 

be connected to the new weight that the Eucharist had gained during the mass following the Fourth 

Lateran Council of 1215.226 

What I want to emphasize here is that the Man of Sorrows as painted by Hans Memling 

and Meister Francke, who appeals directly to the viewer, not only symbolically performs a ‘sacramental 

reality,’ as Belting puts it, but enacts the Eucharistic ritual as a virtual event that takes place between 

picture and viewer. The viewer is not only invited to reflect upon the Eucharist’s multiple layers of 

significance, nor does the image only set up a dialogue; it also asks the viewer to ingest what it offers. 

In Jacob Cornelisz’s Man of Sorrows from 1510, we see how the appeal to the viewer is communicated 

quite explicitly via the depiction of a tormented Christ squirting blood into a chalice that is placed on a 

tilted parapet in the foreground, as if it is being served to the viewer. I will thus argue that the intimate 

communication of the Andachtsbild as an imago pietatis is intimate in and of its virtual enactment of the 

cultic ritual. 

 

Book Illuminations – Edible Marginalia 

If we look to illuminations in books of hours, we also find images appealing quite directly to the 

reader/viewer. Marginal decorations in Netherlandish books of hours were subject to a remarkable 

stylistic shift around the 1480s.227 Originally ornamental in kind, displaying elaborate scrolls and frills on 

letters that took over the margin, they came to be filled with illusionistic renderings of fruits and 

flowers (ill. 2.14). Like the principle of the displays of food in panel paintings discussed by Falkenburg, 

                                                                                                                                                            
225 Ibid.: ‘Der sakramentale Realismus, der im getöteten Opferleib den lebendigen Retter suggeriert, schuf die 
Voraussetzungen für den sprachlichen Realismus der Bilder und legitimierte auch Bildgestalten, die wie die Figur des toten 
und doch aktiven Christus, sonst gar keiner Sinn ergäben. Das gilt auch für jene Bilder, die nicht das Sakrament selbst […] 
abbilden, sondern in einem anderen Kontext stehen (Andachtsbild, Epitaph), und also nicht auf die semantische 
Gleichsetzung von Bild und Sakrament beschränkt sind.’ 
226 McNamee, Vested Angels, pp. 43–60. 
227 Otto Pächt, ‘The Master of Mary of Burgundy,’ The Burlington Magazine for Connoisseurs 85, no. 501 (1944): 296. 
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the fruit and flower imagery is also represented in 

trompe l’oeuil as if entering the reader’s space. In this 

sense, the images bridge the gap between the reader 

and the text via sensual and detailed imagery, which 

alludes to the act of consumption inherent in late 

medieval meditation and memory techniques. As with 

the Arma Christi, the realistic details are meant to be 

‘realized’ in the viewer’s imagination, but in this case, 

the imagery does not refer to the story of the Passion, 

but enacts a sensuousness reminiscent of the vocabulary 

of the Song of Songs and equivalent to the act of pious 

meditation: that of ingestion, in both a gustatory and 

an olfactory sense (eating the fruit and smelling the 

flowers).  

 

 

Eating Christ 

Having seen how the fifteenth-century images of the Man of Sorrows not only began referring to the 

Eucharist, but also addressing the viewer pictorially as if they were a re-enactment of the ritual, the affinity 

between those picture types, illusionistic marginal decorations in books of hours, and the Virgin and 

Child paintings discussed by Falkenburg begins to shine through. All these motifs conflate pictorial 

meditation with consumption in both their iconography and their mode of address. In order to 

understand how images could take on this function in the context of the late medieval Low Countries, 

we can begin to look into the features of the ritual of the Eucharist in more detail.  

Caroline Walker Bynum delineates an important change in the cultural significance of the 

Eucharist as she traces its development from the early to the late Middle Ages in her momentous study 

of female food and fasting cultures in fourteenth- and fifteenth-century Europe. During the course of 

over a thousand years – from the early Christian communities to the clerical rule of the high and late 

Middle Ages – the meaning and purpose of the Eucharist underwent a transformation in function and 

impact, starting out as a primarily social event and ultimately becoming a predominantly private 

matter.228 Tracing the alteration through the lens of fasting cultures, she observes that  

 

                                                
228 Bynum, Holy Feast and Holy Fast, pp. BOOK IN OFFICE 

2.14. Prayer book, floral marginalia, Walters Manuscript 
W.426, folio 90r, Bruges, ca. 1510–1520s, Walters Art 
Museum, Baltimore. 
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to early Christian preachers, fast and feast joined the believer to the rhythm of the 

seasons. […] The individual believer received the sweetness of God's body in concert 

with other believers, in a community symbolized qua community by the bread of heaven. 

By the later Middle Ages, despite efforts to enforce a uniform, moderate observance, the 

setting given to fasting by preachers and theologians was less corporate and cosmic; the 

practice of some individuals was increasingly idiosyncratic and extreme. Devotion to 

God's body was also at least partly cut loose from a corporate setting. Not only did 

reception itself frequently occur after mass; the believer sometimes encountered the flesh 

and blood through private vision as well, at the moment of elevation or even completely 

apart from the liturgy.229  

 

The believer’s individual relationship to Christ found a new weight in the high and late medieval 

version of the ritual; eating Christ’s body and drinking his blood in the shape of bread and wine 

represented union with Christ as well as an identification with his sufferings and his sacrifice; 

consuming his body meant carrying his cross, too.230 In other words, ingesting Christ meant imitating 

him (find quote!). 

The change in the significance and function of the Eucharist entailed a change in the 

institutional status of the Church. Before the eleventh century, the Eucharist had not been a subject of 

extensive theological debate. In her book on the history of the Eucharist, Corpus Christi: The Eucharist in 

Late Medieval Culture, Miri Rubin demonstrates how this changed with the turn of the millennium, which 

marked a period where ‘popes were attempting to enforce claims of primacy and universality, against 

regional political powers and local liturgical customs’ and thus saw themselves in need of a powerful, 

uniform ritual.231 With the rise of a new power structure advanced by the Church, a new symbolic 

language was forming: ‘Whereas early Christianity looked to holy men and early medieval society turned 

to saints to effect the connection between God and humankind through prayers of intercession, a 

different order was now emerging.’232As Rubin explains, that new order turned the Eucharist into a 

unifying symbol designed by the caretakers of a more coherent ecclesiastic rule in the shape of popes, 

clergies, and ‘administrative parishes’ spread out all over Europe.  

The Church seemed to have realized the necessity of a ritual that would bring Christ 

close to each individual believer and thus answered (and produced) the ‘fickle’ people’s need for a bodily 
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231 Miri Rubin, Corpus Christi, p. 12. 
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manifestation of Christ. Seeking to accommodate a complex world of ‘disparate, separate, only loosely 

connected economic and political entities,’ the Church found a powerful symbolic ritual ‘of overarching 

universality’ in the act that transformed common bread into the body of Christ: ‘Within the cultural 

system of this world and the language of sacramental religion which communicated so many of its 

meanings, the Eucharist offered access to the supernatural, grace, hope for salvation, and a framework 

for meaning in human relations.’233 Eating Christ in the shape of a wafer meant the ultimate bodily and 

spiritual intimacy, a physical assimilation with his being and thus with his spirit that would ultimately 

lead to salvation.  

 

The Breadness of the Bread 

The history of the design of the sacramental ritual and the many debates that followed in its wake 

around the eleventh century discloses that a ritual built around the material manifestation of God’s 

spirit was not as straightforward – and not as immediately meaningful – as the Church might have 

wished. The question of how exactly to understand and perceive the ‘ordinariness’ of bread and wine as 

Christ’s body and spirit spurred debates that went on for centuries (and that continue to divide 

Catholics from Protestants to this day). Was Christ really present in the food, or were the bread and 

wine merely symbolic placeholders for his body? If the bread became Christ’s body during the ritual, 

when precisely did this transformation take place? Doubts as to the authenticity of the spiritual 

manifestation in the bread are long-standing, but skeptics in the eleventh and twelfth centuries came to 

cause a grander stir for the Church than it had ever experienced before.234 

Accordingly, a process took shape that designed the ritual following ecclesiastical 

discussions of the practicalities down to the last detail. For ordinary matter to appear convincingly 

metamorphic and capable of ‘transubstantiation’ – the term for the spirit’s presence in the bread – it 

needed ennoblement and exaltation. Discussions took place between abbots and clerics concerning 

how the bread was baked, what color it should be (wheat bread was most suitable so as to maintain a 

light and thus pure appearance, for instance), how the wine should be served, how it should be carried at 

mass so as to avoid spilling it, and how exactly the change from bread to sacred body was to be 

understood and carried out.235 These were all questions that the Church had to answer in order to 

create a convincing symbol. In 1215, after debates had been unfolding for decades, the Fourth Lateran 

Council acknowledged the concept of transubstantiation, signifying that the substance of the bread 
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changed, but not its appearance.236 In order to inaugurate the ritual during the mass and mark the 

transubstantiation of the ordinary bread into the sacramental body of Christ, the priest would 

consecrate the bread to turn its substance into Christ’s body and lift the host for the laity to see (ill. 

2.15).  

 
2.15. Elevation of the Eucharist (detail), ca. 1485–1490, Della Rovere Missal (Rome, Italy), MS. M. 306, folio 119r, Morgan 
Library, New York. 

 

Seeing as Tasting and Ingesting 

Because of the bread’s symbolic value – manifested by the Lateran Council of 1215, amongst other 

factors – and the many troublesome practicalities surrounding the ritual as a consequence of this new 

circumstance, the Church gradually began to separate the host from the laity in order to promote 

                                                
236 Twelfth Ecumenical Council, Lateran IV, 1215 (Fordham University, Medieval Sourcebook), canon 1: ‘There is one 
Universal Church of the faithful, outside of which there is absolutely no salvation. In which there is the same priest and 
sacrifice, Jesus Christ, whose body and blood are truly contained in the sacrament of the altar under the forms of bread and 
wine; the bread being changed (transsubstantiatio) by divine power into the body, and the wine into the blood, so that to 
realize the mystery of unity we may receive of Him what He has received of us. And this sacrament no one can effect except 
the priest who has been duly ordained in accordance with the keys of the Church, which Jesus Christ Himself gave to the 
Apostles and their successors.’ Available online: https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/basis/lateran4.asp, accessed March 14, 
2020. 
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solemnity around the ritual and eventually prevented the congregation from gaining access to the 

ingestion of the bread and wine at mass. This made people long for the sight of it and eventually led to 

the Elevation of the Host becoming the climax of the mass.237 At the same time, the split between the 

clergy and the lay congregation functioned as a forceful way of demarcating social and religious 

hierarchies. But in order that the ritual could still have devotional significance for the unconsecrated, 

the ecclesiastical authorities stated that seeing the host had become equivalent to ingesting it.238 The 

moment of the elevation of the wafer and the chalice then became a moment of ‘mass consumption,’ 

so to speak, the result of which was that the laity’s involvement in the ritual could only take place at a 

distance. The lay worshipper would ingest the host ‘by proxy,’ by way of sight. At one point, looking at 

the host even became a sport; people would sprint from one mass to the next just to catch a glimpse of 

its elevation.239  

As Henri Dumotet describes, the value of the sight of the host at mass filtered into 

spiritual thinking in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, causing mystics and monastic writers to 

encourage the faithful to contemplate the Eucharist and to visualize the host inwardly; that is, via one’s 

inner, spiritual sight.240 The concept of ‘ocular communion,’ meanwhile, leads us to pose the question: 

Could seeing an image of Christ served to the viewer as a Eucharistic body have the same effect as 

seeing the host and thus also lead to salvation?  

 According to Michael Camille, the answer to that question is yes. He states that ‘no 

public experience was more fundamental to the issue of changing image function […] than the mass.’241 

Through the liturgy, and particularly through the ritual of the Eucharist, the ‘late-medieval beholder 

could bridge the gap between “earthly and heavenly.”’242 As priests gradually turned the magical 

transformation of bread and wine into Christ’s body and blood into a visual event for the laity, thereby 

increasing the distance between them, images of Christ gained profoundly in influence, as they ‘became 

substitutes for the “real” rituals to which the laity were denied access.’ The concept of ocular 

communion plays an important part in the ‘privatization of seeing,’ as Camille claims, a privatization 

which implied ‘an interiority of vision that took emphasis away from the group below the wall painting 

                                                
237 Dumoutet, Le désir de voir l’hostie et les origines de la dévotion au Saint-Sacrement, pp. BOOK IN OFFICE 
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241 Michael Camille, The Gothic Idol: Ideology and Image-Making in Medieval Art (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991), 
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or sculptural program, and replaced it with individual consciousness, imaginatively focusing on isolated 

framed or separate images, which became a feature of late-medieval religion.’243 

Hence, we can say that private devotional images began to imitate the Eucharist in the 

sense that they were striving for the same effect: to become one with the viewer and transform them 

from within. We may say, as Belting also proposes, that the fourteenth-century development of the 

Andachtsbild incarnates this new kind of pictorial effect. But to do so would be to forget the observation 

that we have just presented above; namely, that the Andachtsbilder of the late fifteenth and early 

sixteenth centuries generate appetizing motifs with a much more obvious address to the viewer. They 

openly appeal to the viewer’s appetite; in other words, they become a serving for the viewer.  

This pictorial strategy could not have been brought about were it not for the changes that 

occurred in optics and the emergence of new theories of sight, which I described in the previous 

chapter. The fact that sight was, according to these late medieval theories, capable of ‘getting in touch’ 

with or even ‘tasting’ what it saw provided new means for the image to mediate its motifs.244 As 

described above, the contemplation of an image was now a useful and widespread method of devotion, 

since it could serve a purpose similar to that of the Eucharist. What had previously been ruled out of 

devotion according to patristic authorities had become a spiritual means by which to reach intimacy 

with Christ.  

 As I see it, this development in late medieval and early Renaissance visual culture implies 

that visual perception became a vital element of the ‘spiritual metabolism’ that is of such importance in 

Christianity and which rose to prominence in the late medieval period. By the term ‘spiritual 

metabolism,’ I mean the process of tasting and ingesting the spirit of Christ in order to transform one’s 

soul. The fact that images took on this function and that they adopted it as overtly as they did in the 

late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries is precisely what qualifies the intimate aesthetic as being 

subject to a phantasmatic logic. In the pictures’ address to the viewer lies an assumption that the 

viewer’s eyes are the opening point of a network that is equivalent to the digestive system in the body, 

whose opening is the mouth. 

What we have examined so far leads us back to the question of the libidinal economy and 

its relationship to inner images that we discussed in chapter 1. According to Freud’s theory of the 

                                                
243 Ibid., p. 218. 
244 An interchange between taste and sight flourished in devotional texts; tasting the Eucharist rendered Christ visible to 
one’s inner eyes, and seeing Christ before one’s inner eye was likened to tasting his body or blood. Take, for instance, the 
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‘Eat, Drink and Be Merry: The Eucharistic Spirituality of the Cistercian Fathers,’ in Erudition at God’s Service: Studies in 
Medieval Cistercian History XI, ed. John R. Sommerfeldt (Kalamazoo: Cistercian Publications, 1987), p. 16. 
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drives, the two primary drives that provide for the child’s/subject’s stimulation and bodily satisfaction 

are the oral and the anal drive. These two openings of the body are primary catalysts for the libidinal 

energy, through which we are able to form a relationship to our own bodies and our surroundings. 

Thanks to the libidinal force that infuses the drives, the world around us is able to take form as objects 

for us. Lacan added the eyes and the voice as an additional set of drives, called the scopic drive and the 

invocatory drive respectively.245 In this sense, the scopic drive is also an opening, like the mouth, but 

instead of food, it feasts on images. In one of his early lectures, Lacan even likened the libido to a 

‘metabolism of images.’246 

In my view, the depictions of food, breasts, and side wounds that are offered to the 

viewer are images that openly cater to the libidinal economy of the scopic drive. They do so by taking 

on a phantasmatic appearance. The realistic appearances of fruit, flowers, and breasts constitute a 

phantasmatic appearance par excellence in the sense that their hyperrealism makes them appear as though 

they have already been seen. To put it slightly differently: the illusionistic nature of the still life plays as 

being ‘already incorporated’ because it appears as if ‘already seen’ or ‘already imagined.’ The virtual 

nature of illusionism is what provides this effect. Or, to put it another way, the illusionistic realism and 

its attempt at ‘enacting’ the viewer’s inner image can be seen as a visualization and thus as an 

externalization of the inner image in the devotee’s mind. In this sense, the virtual character of the 

appetizing devotional images is a potentially alienating feature in that it assumes the role of the 

imagination.  

 

Metaphors and Metamorphoses 

The symbolic complexity of figures and objects in the ‘appetizing imagery’ of the late fifteenth and 

early sixteenth centuries brings us to ask how the pictures exploit two of the most fundamental 

concerns of eating and digesting: desire and transformation. Images like the Man of Sorrows, the Virgo 

lactans, and the still lifes in Southern Netherlandish Andachtsbilder, which play with polysemantic 

connotations and an unambiguous appeal to be taken in by the viewer, all seek to change the viewer’s 

interior through the power of the imagination. Just like the principle of the Eucharistic ritual, the 

images of consumption presented in this chapter all strive to make a plain, material object (food) seems 

to be a powerful, otherworldly manifestation. As stated earlier, the distinct feature of the paintings in 

question is that they employ a phantasmatic effect using visual means. Perhaps the best way to further 
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explain the visual workings of the ‘sacramental’ imagery is by way of example. Again, we look to Joos 

van Cleve, who excels in making visual use of the Eucharistic logic.  

In two altarpieces of the Lamentation – one in the shape of a triptych which is currently 

in the Städel Museum in Frankfurt, the other of which (in the form of retable, predella, and lunette) is 

currently in the Louvre – van Cleve presents interesting painterly depictions of the ‘sacramental reality’ 

discussed so far. In the central panel of both paintings, van Cleve has paid marvelous attention to the 

details and textures of the dead Christ’s skin and the robes and facial expressions of the figures 

surrounding him, specifically the donors represented in each individual panel. In typical Netherlandish 

style, both Lamentation scenes are set against a landscape background with a myriad of details from the 

Passion, presumably painted by a different hand from van Cleve’s.247 In the Frankfurt version, the dead 

body of Christ is seated on a plinth that is covered in a white cloth and is carefully supported by 

Nicodemus and the Virgin Mary, while St. John the Evangelist, Mary Magdalene, and the donor of the 

picture, Gobel Schmitgen, stand close to Christ’s body and lament their loss with equally despairing and 

softly mournful faces. In the Louvre altarpiece, Christ is laid on the ground, again resting on a white 

cloth, as St. John holds him up while the Virgin crumples in grief at Christ’s right hand. On either side 

of Christ are the donor and his wife, flanked by their patron saint.  

Both altarpieces present the dead body of Christ as the host would be presented at mass, 

held forward on the white altar cloth just as the wafer would be. The Louvre piece clearly connects the 

ritual of the Eucharist with the Last Supper, as the predella presents Christ and the disciples seated at 

the table. Now, this is not an unusual theme or mode of representation for a sixteenth-century 

altarpiece, but what is remarkable and unusual is van Cleve’s innovative painterly representation of a 

basin containing vinegar and a sponge with which Christ was nourished in his final hours.  

In van Cleve’s masterly handling of paint, the vinegar is painted with bloody traces in it 

so that a gush of dark red colors the transparent liquid, while the sponge resembles bread. Thus, the 

two components of the basin mimic the components of the Eucharist: bread and wine. Van Cleve’s 

style makes use of the potential ambiguity that comes with naturalistic representation: the bloody 

vinegar looks like wine; the dark yellow sponge looks like a loaf of bread. In this way, van Cleve is able 

to visually reproduce the dogma of the Eucharistic ritual as adduced by the Fourth Lateran Council in 

1215: what is altered at the moment of consecration is not the appearance of the bread and wine, but 

its substance. The meaning and purpose of the material is what is transformed; the material itself stays 
                                                
247 John Oliver Hand, Joos van Cleve: The Complete Paintings (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2004), pp. around 69–75; 
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to the Eucharistic allusions in the bowl, though. 
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the same. Van Cleve proposes the same thing via a shrewd, visible artifice: the brass basin with the 

sponge and the transparent liquid used at Christ’s crucifixion turn into a bowl containing the 

Eucharistic components, bread and wine. But this transformation is only visible if the viewer makes the 

association. In other words, the transformation of the visible material happens in the spectator’s mind. 

It is, like the transformation of the bread into Christ’s body and the wine into Christ’s blood, an interior 

change. And it is in this sense that one can speak of an imaginary, phantasmatic process, which is 

dependent not on bodily, sensorial effects, but on the coordination between the viewer’s eye and mind. 

It is the transformation of the status and meaning of the visual appearance that engenders the phantasm; 

a transformation that moves from an ordinary inner image of a given object to an interior image of the 

exact same object which now possesses an affective and spiritual power in the viewer’s mind. The 

spectator heightens the value of the visual material by infusing it with spirit in their imagination. 

As such, this metamorphosis is not visibly detectable. It is rather inward and imaginary 

and depends entirely on the individual viewer’s associative availability. The desired effect is to fill the 

viewer, just as the Eucharist fills the believer with something which seems to be a simple piece of 

material reality, but which is mentally transformed into the highest spiritual reality. 

The lack of distinction between sponge and bread, water and wine and blood, male body 

and female body is a visual effect that is characteristic of painting. In the visual realm, appearances can 

be multifarious, and this feature turns out to be useful for painters who are attempting to visualize what 

is not visible. What is particularly powerful in the appetizing images dealt with in this chapter is that 

instead of attempting to visualize the invisible divinity of Christ, they visualize how the viewer reaches 

the invisible by way of inner vision; namely, by way of the phantasmatic process of imagination. As 

such, the image becomes a vehicle for an inwardly oriented metamorphosis. 

 We have seen that there was a continuous struggle to design the rules for image 

consumption in the late Middle Ages according to an increasingly rigid schedule, especially the 

meditational formulas that at one point marked the importance of internalizing images – namely, 

‘impressing them in one’s mind’ – while also cautioning against the power of phantasms that can 

overtake one’s soul.248 This debate did not settle when it came to the rhetoric of consumption or to 

pictures that allure the appetite. As highlighted in the preceding chapter, Bernard of Clairvaux and 

Aelred of Rievaulx stressed the necessity of being able to distinguish between corporeal appetite and 

spiritual desire – thereby revealing the ambiguous affinity between the two forms of ingestion.  

As mentioned briefly at the beginning of this chapter, the use of metaphors of 

consumption circulating in Christian texts and images shows that the notion of taste was not only 
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understood as an instrument of union with Christ, but also as an epistemological technique of 

distinction. As the individual’s relationship to Christ was promoted through the use of metaphors of 

consumption, scholars, Church authorities, and philosophers promoted the individual’s own spiritual 

education as a cultivation of his or her taste. As we shall see in what follows, really knowing something 

meant having made that knowledge one’s own, to have tasted the words; restating philosophical phrases 

did not qualify as real knowledge of the subject matter. For scholars, the idea of ‘tasted knowledge’ was 

used as a metaphor for the ability to distinguish truth from knowledge, a distinction that was often 

qualified with the bodily predicates ‘full’ (truth) and ‘empty’ (knowledge). Hence, alongside a Christian 

discourse that championed the ‘true’ internalization of Christ through the ceremony of the Eucharist, 

there was a scholarly discussion regarding the right kind of learning, which demanded the individual’s 

bodily – and thus also imaginary – involvement in language.  

 
 
Savory Semantics 

 

Knowledge belongs chiefly and almost solely to understanding, while 

wisdom to affectivity. Wisdom or sapience brings, in accord with its 

name, a form of savory knowledge. And this taste concerns the emotions, 

the desire, the appetite, and the will of a person. There can be in a 

person great knowledge or awareness, and at the same time only a little 

wisdom or none at all, for he or she will have no taste or feeling for what 

is known.249 

 

In his treatise ‘The Mountain of Contemplation,’ written in French and dedicated to his sisters but 

intended for a larger lay audience, Jean Gerson exemplifies the complex politics of devotion founded in 

late medieval mystical traditions with model clarity. For contemplation to have an effect, he writes – 

that is, for it to bring about a proper change of the soul that allows for salvation – the subject matter of 

the meditation must be internalized and felt from within, as the quotation above implies. If the 

knowledge attained does not resonate affectively and as if tasted, one cannot speak of wisdom. In other 

words, a learned person may be able to cite the Gospels, but when it comes to realizing the value of 
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 117 

their content, simple knowledge of the words is not enough; one must also experience the meaning of the 

words.250  

As seen in the quotation above, the means to distinguish between these two kinds of 

appropriation is made clear through metaphors of consumption. Gerson brings attention to the fact 

that the Latin word for wisdom, sapientia, shares its roots with the word for taste, sapor, when he talks 

about a ‘savory knowledge.’251 In other words, faith – which, as we have already learned, is also a matter 

of affection – and knowledge hinge on the same principles: those of internalization. Gerson is far from 

the only one to describe this critical aspect of faith and knowledge as something that resembles 

corporeal appropriation. 

Bernard of Clairvaux is often cited as the one who introduced and propagated a 

vocabulary saturated with gustatory metaphors and imagery of ingestion.252 As mentioned earlier, his 

sermons On the Song of Songs are the most famous examples of this sensuous style. Already in the first 

lecture, he opens by distinguishing between empty knowledge and full knowledge in much the same 

way as Gerson would later do. He tells his listeners that he himself will impart the subject matter, which 

is ‘the way the Spirit teaches us’ and thus not like ‘the way philosophy is taught.’ The former is likened 

to ‘solid food’ that is qualified to ‘serve a more nourishing diet,’ whereas the latter compares to the 

‘milk’ given to the lesser enlightened.253 Accordingly, his spiritual teachings have ‘a wisdom to offer’ 

that differs from the scholastic teachings found in universities – an attitude from which Gerson 

evidently took inspiration, as he also took a critical stance towards academic theology.254 

‘Be ready then to feed on bread rather than milk’ sounds Bernard’s invitation to his 

audience. Moreover, as the bread in the following sentence openly comes to stand for the subject 

matter of the sermons – namely, Solomon’s Song of Songs – he adds another metaphorical layer to its 

meaning when he rhetorically encourages the crowd to ‘bring it forth […], and break it,’ echoing the 

words spoken over the Eucharistic bread at the Last Supper. Thus, Bernard cleverly turns his own 

words into Eucharistic nourishment for the assembly to consume.255  

 We find the same set of metaphors in a number of introductions to devotional manuals 

and texts from the fourteenth- and fifteenth-century Netherlands. Thus, Geert Groote begins his 
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‘Treatise on Four Classes of Subjects Suitable for Meditation’ much like Bernard’s sermon when he 

states that 

 

milk and drink ought to suffice for us who cannot yet bear solid food. Are we not still 

carnal, sold under sin? For there is still strife and contention among us and we walk still 

as men do. Let us walk therefore in the pathways of the Church, fortified by sharing in 

the holy sacraments and the Scriptures. Who knows but that God will forgive and send 

mercy from on high, and by putting away childish milk and nourishing us with more solid 

food bring us to the measure of manhood? What discretion it shows in him […] not to 

raise us too rapidly from soup to solids, from emptiness to fullness, from poverty to 

riches, from the debased to the exalted.256 

 

In this quotation, we clearly see that the progression from milk to solid food stands for the believer’s 

personal process of spiritual maturation. In other words, the act of appropriation, which goes from an 

empty kind of nourishment to fullness, is a demanding task for the soul and thus should be delicately 

handled (it should not be rushed, as Groote seems to say). 

Another text worth mentioning is a popular vernacular translation of a Latin exposition 

on the Song of Songs from 1420. Its prologue opens with a lucid recapitulation of the nourishing effect 

of Holy Scripture, which ‘nurses young beginners by the letter of outer history as if with milk, while by 

the spiritual sense, with which the book was written on the inside, it nourishes the advanced people as 

if with solid food’:257 

 

This book that is thus written both inside and outside one shall use as a mirror, so as to 

wash what is unclean, to keep clean and make even cleaner what is already clean. For this 

book is rich and fertile, and all pleasures and delights are hidden in it just as the manna, 

the heavenly bread, tasted according to the desire of each person who ate it. This taste 

does not lie in the words written on the outside, but in the meaning that is written on the 

inside; it is not found at the outside in shape and sound, but on the inside in the fruit; not 

in the outer leaves, but in the root of enlightened reason.258 
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Like Gerson, Bernard, and Groote, the Exposition on the Song of Songs makes it clear that for milk to 

become solid food, the devotee must access the ‘inner meaning’ of the words.259  

 

Subjective Knowledge and Spiritual Tasting 

These quoted passages on milk and solid food all correspond to the traditional scheme of medieval 

biblical exegesis. According to this scheme, which was introduced by Augustine, there were four ways 

of appropriating the writings of the Bible; that is, four senses of Scripture.260 The two basic senses 

divide the Bible into a literal (or historical) sense and a spiritual sense. Moving from the ‘historical’ 

sense (the first sense) to the ‘allegorical’ sense (the second sense) meant moving from knowledge of the 

‘facts’ of the Bible to an understanding of its spiritual mysteries.  

Studying the allegorical, mystical sense of Scripture involves going beneath the surface in 

order to reach its deeper meanings. Thus, as St. Gregory puts it: ‘Since we have briefly discussed the 

surfaces of history, let us weigh carefully what lies within them of the mystic understanding.’261 A 

typical way of describing this transition in appropriation is, as we have seen, to liken it to a child’s 

progression from milk to solid food. These metaphors of consumption work so well because they 

describe the appropriation of the invisible, spiritual sense of Scripture. Unveiling the meaning hidden in 

the holy texts corresponds to unveiling the flesh and the letter of God, Lubac explains: ‘Letter and flesh 

are like milk, the nourishment of children and the weak; spirit and divinity are the bread, the solid 

nourishment.’262 This movement is necessary for the subject’s advancement towards a more complete, 

‘full’ faith.263 Hence, going beneath the surface involves seeing as if tasting; that is, discovering a sense 

of the things that cannot be seen, but which can only be felt from within. Hence, reaching a mystical 

understanding of Scripture implies comprehending the texts through actions that go beyond reading 

and seeing with the eyes: the spiritual vision – described as tasting – is a vision that obtains the meaning 

in its ‘fullness.’ Subjective knowledge is an experienced kind of knowledge; one that fills the body, like 

affection does. The ‘third sense’ of Scripture, the tropological sense, which is concerned with moral 
                                                
259 There are also later examples of this type of introduction. In the introductory paragraph to a sixteenth-century devotional 
manual for women, we see the anonymous writer frame his words as spiritual nourishment: ‘For it is certain that Our Lord 
said that the rational creature does not live by material bread alone, but by the word of God, and that just as the body which 
does not nourish itself with meat becomes blemished and dies, so too, the same thing will happen to the soul, if she is not 
nourished by spiritual meat. There are many manners of spiritual bread by which the soul is given substance; one is the 
bread of holy doctrine, of which I have received some crumbs administered by virtuous and holy persons of religion, of 
whom some are great and devout doctors.’ See Thomas Head, trans., ‘A Sixteenth Century Devotional Manual for Catholic 
Laywomen,’ Vox Benedictina: A Journal of Translations from Monastic Sources 4.1 (1987): 40–59. Available online: 
https://monasticmatrix.osu.edu/cartularium/sixteenth-century-devotional-manual-catholic-laywomen, accessed March 14, 
2020. 
260 Lubac, Medieval Exegesis: The Four Senses of Scripture.  
261 Ibid., p. 83. 
262 Ibid., pp. 107–8. 
263 Ibid., pp. 114–16. 



 120 

education, is also described as a process of incorporation.264 Hence, moral education also demands a 

subjective process of incorporating the law. 

Mary Carruthers deepens our understanding of this theme in The Book of Memory (1990), 

in which she shows how the medieval vocabulary of memory and mnemonic techniques was permeated 

with metaphors of consumption. Familiarizing oneself with texts meant meditating on them, and the 

process of meditation was linked to rumination (like cows chewing their cud).265 ‘The start of learning, 

thus, lies in lectio, but its consummation lies in meditation,’ Carruthers explains, illustrating the 

sensuality inherent to this understanding with a quotation from Hugh of St Victor: Hugh pictures the 

reader walking in the garden of Scripture and describes the ideas that arise when one reads ‘like so 

many sweet fruits, we pick as we read and chew [ruminamus] as we consider them.’266 Chewing and 

considering words heightens one’s understanding of Scripture, as though one is experiencing it for 

oneself, as much as it improves one’s morality. ‘The just man, eating, fills his soul,’ Carruthers explains, 

and that process of familiarization is both ‘physiological and psychological, and it changes both the 

food [i.e., the meaning of the text] and the consumer.’267 The ‘serious, pious linking of the sweetness of 

prayer and the stomach’ is, according to Carruthers, the most cogent case of the ‘ancient and medieval 

notions of the soul’s embodiment.’268 

It was not only discourse on private meditation and learning that was marked by 

metaphors of consumption; pedagogy and didactic ideas also demonstrated themes of appropriation 

through tasting and ingesting. As Dallas Denery has highlighted, in a thirteenth-century manual on 

preaching by Humbert of Romans, which was written for Dominicans, ‘Humbert likens the preacher to 

a host who must prepare a meal for his guests. He should supply good food in the proper proportions 

so that his guests can digest it easily and with pleasure.’269  

 Gerson, Bernard, and Groote all relied on traditional medieval exegesis when they 

explained the difference between empty knowledge and full knowledge using metaphors of milk and 

solid food. However, as described earlier, the late Middle Ages saw a rise in more sensuous descriptions 

of contemplation and meditation, and also the rise of a new significance of the Eucharistic ritual. Late 

medieval sensibility blurred the lines between the spiritual and the corporeal in that images began to 

play a more important role in meditational practices in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. This 

                                                
264 Ibid., pp. 127–77. 
265 Carruthers, The Book of Memory, p. 202. 
266 As quoted in ibid., p. 205. 
267 Ibid., p. 207, p. 205. 
268 Ibid., p. 207.  
269 Dallas G. Denery, Seeing and Being Seen in the Later Medieval World: Optics, Theology and Religious Life (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2009), pp. 24–25. 
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meant that the metaphors of consumption as a way of appropriating Christ were no longer merely 

metaphors. The attention given to the Eucharist’s ‘reality’ – that Christ’s spirit was really present in the 

bread and wine – with the advent of the Fourth Lateran Council and the development of ocular 

communion made it harder to uphold a strictly metaphorical meaning of its consumption. The body 

was inherent to the spiritual appropriation of the knowledge of Christ. These circumstances inevitably 

complicated the idea of tasting and ingesting as the foremost act of discernment between superficial 

knowledge and deep knowledge.  

 

The Rhetoric of Inner Transformation 

As outlined above, eating and tasting worked as potent metaphors in a discourse that strived to 

succinctly assess the act of internalizing knowledge and faith, which was a precondition for the 

transformation of the soul. The rhetorical use of consumption metaphors employed in order to 

distinguish between an ‘empty’ knowledge and a ‘full’ wisdom, meanwhile, presupposes a distinction 

between two kinds of eating, two kinds of food; one corporeal and one spiritual. Spiritual 

transformation via ingestion is not as easy to govern as the act of eating food, however. In one of 

Christianity’s most dramatic accounts of spiritual transformation, Augustine’s Confessions, the author 

relates the various psychic challenges he faces through metaphors of food and consumption.  

For Augustine, inner faith is true faith. But strangely enough, as we learn in the 

Confessions, recognizing this circumstance did not automatically lead to a sincere and truly inward 

conviction. Throughout its first seven books, the Confessions recounts Augustine’s frustration at realizing 

his own wrongdoings without being able to change his behavior. Caught up in temptations and bodily 

pleasures, his inner self – his soul – constantly suffers from not being able to withdraw from the 

exterior world and find peace within. The struggle is mysterious:  

 

The mind gives commands to the body, and is instantly obeyed  

The mind gives a command to itself and is resisted […]  

Is this not absurd? Why is it so?270  

 

Augustine’s grievances echo Paul’s famous regret regarding the powers of the flesh in his letter to the 

Romans: ‘I do not understand what I do. For what I want to do I do not do, but what I hate I do. […] 

For I have the desire to do what is good, but I cannot carry it out’ (NIV, Romans 7:18). When 

Augustine finally achieves the insight that he has been striving for towards the end of book 8, he is not 

                                                
270 Augustine, Confessions, 8:9. 
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able to explain exactly what causes the cathartic moment, but he knows its fully inward character, as 

expressed in book 9: ‘With the arrows of your love you had pierced our hearts. We carried your word as 

though it were embedded deep in our being.’271 Given its mysterious quality and inward character, the 

psychological transformation is difficult to recount and represent, but when it is described, Augustine 

often resorts to imagery of ingestion. 

In the Confessions, we encounter metaphors of consumption that remind us of Gerson and 

Bernard’s concept of savory knowledge. References to taste and ingestion are strewn throughout the 

text and take on different meanings depending on the context (yet without being a dominant literary 

trope). In the beginning, Augustine longs for God to ‘be my delight more than the honeyed pleasures I 

chased in the past’ (1:15).272 He describes how when he was with the Manicheans, his ‘hunger and thirst 

was not even for spiritual realities. But for you yourself, the Truth’ (3:6). But his spiritual hunger was 

not satisfied then, because the wrong kind of craving – that is, the wrong kind of faith – produces 

ageusia (loss of taste): ‘In those dishes, they set before me brilliant fantasies […] I swallowed this food 

believing it was you, but not with much appetite, for its taste was not the taste of truth. […] Instead of 

being nourished I was left famished’ (3:6).273 The true God, on the other hand, is nourishment for the 

soul, and provides ‘fullness’ to the faithful as opposed to the emptiness of infidelity (4:9).274 

Augustine’s insight happens slowly and gradually, and in his description thereof, he 

blends vision with taste:  

 

And so, in an instant of clear and trembling vision, my mind arrived at the God who is. 

[…] But that moment of vision I had not the strength to sustain […] I slipped back into 

the old ways, and carried with me the memory of something loved and longed for, as 

though I had sensed the aroma of a food which I could not yet feast upon (7:17).  

 

He realizes that the constitution of his soul is not yet receptive to comprehension of the divine. The 

decisive turning point arises the moment he acknowledges Christ as the mediator between man and 

God:  

                                                
271 Ibid., 9:2 (‘Sagittaveras tu cor nostrum caritate tua, et gestabamus verba tua transfixa vesceribus’) 
272 ‘Ut dulcescas mihi super omnes sequebar, quas sequebar’ (my italics). 
273 ‘Et apponebantur adhuc mihi in illis ferculis phantasmata splendida […] et tamen, quia te putabam, manducabam, non 
avide quidem, quia nec sapiebas in ore meo sicuti es’ (my italics). For further metaphors of taste and consumption, see also 
5:6, 5:13, and 6:3. 
274 Interestingly, Augustine also recounts his mother Monica’s ability to distinguish between her own dreams and God’s 
epiphanies as a sense of taste: ‘She used to say that she could distinguish, by a kind of taste, and in ways she could not 
explain in words, between what you [i.e., God] showed her and her own dreamy fantasies’ (6:13). This distinction is very 
much in line with the quotation from Jean Gerson above. 
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I now began to seek a way of gaining the strength I needed to enjoy you. But I could not 

find it. Not until I had accepted the mediator between God and human beings, the man Jesus 

Christ, who is God […] For the Word was made flesh so that your Wisdom, through which you 

created all things, might be milk for our infant palates (7:18).275  

 

As manifested in these quotations, in order to demonstrate a genuine interior transformation, 

Augustine employs metaphors of consumption that essentially represent the same idea as Gerson’s 

distinction between an empty knowledge and a ‘full,’ experienced wisdom. Empty knowledge is 

superficial, concerned with corporeal appearances, whereas wisdom comprises an inner and thus true 

relationship with God. When desire is corporeal, the mouth’s craving and the associated scopophilia 

brings no real nourishment (see 3:6 and 3:8, for instance), but when desire is spiritual, taste and inner 

sight become salvific (find quote). However, what exactly qualifies the discernment between superficial 

food and spiritual nourishment is difficult to pin down, as is the moment of the internal change. When 

the act of discernment takes on an indiscernible quality that can only be tasted, the mystery of it stays 

intact. The rhetoric of tasting and ingesting as ‘true knowledge’ is still at stake today when we talk about 

the ‘gut feeling’ that is supposed to assure us of its truth despite being beyond description. In this 

sense, taste is always related to the excess of something that exceeds definition.276 

Although the rhetoric of the Confessions is very reminiscent of the late medieval sermons, 

treatises, and meditational manuals that we have looked at so far, we must pay attention to the fact that 

in Augustine’s moment of spiritual awakening, he immediately resorts to reading. There are no images 

involved in his spiritual transformation. This circumstance is radically different from the situation in the 

late Middle Ages. Spiritual transformation by way of a visual experience of either a bust or an image of 

Christ or the Virgin coming alive was a common incident in mystical accounts, as has been explicated 

above. The true inner transformation and thus the real likening to God was effectuated through 

visions, like St. Francis’s reception of the stigmata. 

A clear distinction between what is ‘outer’ and what is ‘inner’ seems more difficult to 

uphold when it comes to the senses, especially when the most corporeal act – eating – and the most 

base matter, such as food, come to be associated with the highest spiritual undertaking. As such, the 

metaphors of consumption function as rhetorical attempts to resolve Christian doctrine’s perpetual 

difficulty of how to assess the meaning of God’s visible corporeality in and of Christ and how to 
                                                
275 ‘Non mecum ferebam nisi amantem memoriam et quasi olefacta desiderantem, quae comedere nondum possem’ and 
‘quoniam verbo caro factum est, ut infantiae nostrae lactesceret sapientae tua, per quam creasti omnia’ (my italics). 
276 See Agamben, Taste. 
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properly outline parameters for a faith founded on the corporeal manifestation of the spirit of God, 

while stating its spiritual value as an inward, subjective – and thus invisible and intangible – relationship 

to this corporeal deity. There is (as should be clear by now) an inherent conflict in the circumstance of 

the incarnation of the divinity. Similarly, the difficulty of upholding the distinction between matter and 

sign is seen in cultural practices that are too material to be circumscribed by symbolism, particularly 

those concerning our bodies. One such practice is the ritual of the meal. As the media historian 

Bernhard Siegert points out in his book Cultural Techniques: Grids, Filters, Doors and Other Articulations of 

the Real (2015), the meal’s ritualistic function is always – in Hegel’s words – ‘a symbol in the real’; it is 

always simultaneously a material reality and a symbolic signpost. This circumstance creates problems 

with distinguishing the eater from the eaten, which is why so many cultures turn ordinary food into 

sacred signs: ‘The problem is that a meal does not result in a loving union […], because the symbol in 

the real can flip over into abjection and disgust.’277 Food is excessive in its production of meaning, and 

when we strive to rid the food of ‘its reality’ – that is, its excess, as is the case of the Eucharist – we see 

how much work it takes for a community to maintain its unambiguous symbolic value (such as Church 

councils, treatises, continuous debates, and so on). The pertinent question in this context remains: How 

do images that start acting like food maintain their symbolic value? And how do we discern between an 

empty and a full kind of nourishment in imagery when it mediates symbolism using (very) sensual 

means? 

In order to get a better grasp of the visual mechanisms that relate to the dominant use of 

consumption metaphors in late medieval rhetoric, let us take a closer look at two types of images from 

the early sixteenth century painted by Joos van Cleve and Jan Gossaert respectively – two painters who 

demonstrate a keen awareness of the excessive nature of Christian food symbolism. 

 

Joos van Cleve and Jan Gossaert 

During the first half of the sixteenth century, Joos van Cleve and his workshop contributed 

significantly to the re-popularization of private devotional images representing the Virgin and Child or 

the Holy Family with a still life in the foreground.278 In van Cleve’s version of the Virgin and Child from 

1525, a noble-looking virgin with porcelain skin and glowing red hair clad in a puff-sleeved, heavily fur-

lined coat carries the gently sleeping Christ Child on her right arm (ill. 2.16). A crisp white shawl covers 

her head and chest and unveils a single protruding breast, around which Christ wraps his arm and finds 

repose for his head. She stares dreamily in front of her, while her left hand points at the open pages of 

                                                
277 Siegert, Cultural Techniques, p. 44. 
278 Hand, Joos van Cleve, p. 3. 
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a lavishly illustrated book of hours placed in her lap of red drapery.279 In front of the two main figures 

is a meticulously rendered display of fruit on a parapet, along with walnuts, a half-full wine glass, and a 

lemon cut in half by a knife that is gently leaning on its edge. The painting is a stunning instance of 

painterly attention to surface luster, textures, and compositional harmony. As such, it is a beautiful 

example of a devotional image with a still life that involves the viewer’s ‘ocular consumption.’ 

 

  
2.16. Joos van Cleve, Virgin and Child, 1525, oil on wood, Metropolitan Museum of Art. 

 

However, it is not just a painting that invites the viewer to consume; in fact, we see a complex painterly 

attempt at distinguishing between the right and the wrong kind of nourishment.  

                                                
279 Ainsworth, From Van Eyck to Bruegel, p. 360. Ainsworth explains that in this mature version of the motif, there are visible 
Italian influences on van Cleve’s style (compared to earlier versions of the same subject), such as the acute sense of the 
figures’ monumentality and their ‘volumetric treatment of form’ in the sense of deeper shadowy recesses and generally 
starker chiaroscuro effects. It is not known whether he made a trip to Italy or whether he had access to Italian paintings, 
particularly the works of Leonardo da Vinci. However, typical Netherlandish features prevail. The Madonna and Christ 
Child are placed firmly in the painting’s middle ground, seated high above a detailed landscape that is executed in the 
fashionable style of Joachim Patinir (by a different artist from van Cleve), where tiny figures re-enact scenes from Christ’s 
early childhood. 
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Like most pictures of the Virgin and Child, the painting alludes to Christ’s incarnation as 

well as his death. Both notions are symbolized by the apple held in Christ’s hand, which references 

Genesis and original sin and thus points to Christ’s role as the new Adam, who will save mankind by 

dying (that baby Jesus is sleeping points to his forthcoming death). Right next to the round apple held 

in the sleeping child’s hand, van Cleve reveals Mary’s luminous, round breast, which makes up a 

nurturing counterpart to the apple. Hence, the two round objects represent two kinds of food: whereas 

the apple was sinful to ingest, Mary’s milk is a source of nourishment, as it nurtured Christ just as it will 

also nurture his faithful children. Her breast – being the centralized focal point of the painting – is 

consequently not exposed for feeding Christ, who is sleeping, but for the viewer, who is invited to 

imaginatively consume the nurturing milk at her bosom.280  

Now, it is clear that the two objects have different symbolic currencies; however, their 

shapes are visually similar. Although we are looking at two different kinds of food, whose symbolic 

connotations would have been obvious to the contemporary viewer, it is noticeable that van Cleve 

made the round shape of the apple echo the shape of the breast by placing them so close to each other. 

Despite the fact that van Cleve clearly opposes the apple and the breast as symbols, the juxtaposition 

also calls attention to the sheer – and interrelated – appearances of the two objects. The exposed breast 

also inevitably appears as a source of erotic excitement, and thus paradoxically points to the carnal 

pleasures which were introduced by the apple in the first place.  

Also, the still life in the foreground references a wide range of themes regarding Christ’s 

Incarnation, his Passion, and his Resurrection.281 At the same time, the delicately painted fruit in the 

still life takes on a dialectic appearance as it simultaneously has a symbolic function while also 

resembling real food, which tempts the senses and thus the carnal appetite. In the visual realm, the task 

of discerning is slightly more complicated, as van Cleve’s painting demonstrates. Things that can be 

kept apart in language (insisting on metaphorical signification) are blended together in visual 

representations. One cannot ignore that excess is at play here: for one, in the way that every single 

                                                
280 Mary’s role as a caring mother had, as mentioned above, found evocative power as a symbol for the Church. Also, Peter 
and Paul, the earthly founders of the church, were appointed as its nursing protectors, and van Cleve points to this 
ecclesiastical connotation by depicting Peter and Paul on the decorated folio in the prayer book. Mary’s nourishing breast 
thus refers to both Christ’s corporeal sustenance and his incarnate condition, while also pointing to the believers’ need for 
nursing after his death and ascension, which was offered by Mary, the Church, and the saints. For an account of the 
importance of ‘nursing’ in the high and late Middle Ages, see Bynum, Jesus as Mother, esp. pp. 111–12 and 122.  
281 The wine and the grapes are traditional symbolic references to the blood of the Eucharist, the lemon’s bitter taste 
supposedly evokes the suffering of the Passion, and the walnut, according to Ainsworth, ‘suggests Christ’s divine nature,’ 
while ‘the shell represents the wood of the cross.’ The pomegranate has a cluster of connotations, as it can be seen to refer 
to both the Church ‘with its many parts in one whole’ and to Christ’s Passion with its ‘blood red color.’ See Ainsworth, From 
Van Eyck to Bruegel, p. 248. The pomegranate can also be interpreted as a sign of fertility (Mary’s, in this case), the hope of 
immortality (by way of Eucharistic salvation), and the Resurrection; see Hildegard Schneider, ‘On the Pomegranate,’ The 
Metropolitan Museum of Art Bulletin 4, no. 4 (1945): 117–20. 
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nourishing object holds several symbolic meanings, but also in the way that the food and the 

voluptuous breast are exposed in all their sensuous ambiguity. 

And what about the book of hours lying in the Virgin’s lap? This is also a source of 

nourishment, if we take the medieval ideas of reading into account. Yet there is no visible act of reading 

taking place in the painting. As the Virgin’s index finger points to the illustrated page of the book, with 

its colorful border generously decorated with a fruit and flower trompe l’oeil, she gazes away from it and 

into the middle distance beyond the frame of the painting. This peculiar staging of the book could 

indicate that van Cleve wanted to show the viewer the proper way to engage with the sensuous picture: 

to not look too directly, but to engage with the painted objects (thus the pointing of the finger) in an 

inwardly directed manner (thus the looking away). Nevertheless, he cannot run from the fact that his 

skillfully painted composition does everything in its power to appeal to the gaze.  

 In van Cleve’s earlier painting, The Holy Family (1512–1513, ill. 2.1), he seems to be 

poking fun at precisely this dilemma of adhering to the ambiguity of pictorial appearance. In this 

painting, van Cleve again deploys a figure whose manner of looking makes a significant comment on 

the picture’s representational mode. Compared to van Cleve’s other versions of the same theme, which 

have placed Joseph reading in the background sending either a familial or a worried look at the Virgin 

and Christ, this picture prompts uncertainty as to what status the third party holds.282 Hans Belting 

believes the figure to be a donor, who looks up from the scroll to face a visualization of what he has 

just been reading about.283 Whether he portrays Joseph or a donor, one thing about him is conspicuous: 

he is staring directly at Mary’s naked breast and even smiling a little. He seems to take delight in the 

sight and does not appear particularly reverent or solemn (for instance, he does not affect the blank 

stare that would be fitting for a donor’s portrait).284 I believe that in this portrayal, van Cleve stages the 

                                                
282 In her analysis, Ainsworth is quick to make it clear that Joseph is ‘no longer banished to the background, reduced to 
playing a marginal role, but now takes his place as Mary’s equal partner in the upbringing of the Christ child.’ Yet what 
exactly qualifies his position as Mary’s equal is not at all clear from Ainsworth’s description, other than his spatial closeness 
to the mother and son. It seems dubious that he should be participating in anything at all; he seems to simply watch, while 
she feeds her baby. See Ainsworth, From Van Eyck to Bruegel, p. 246.  
283 Belting, Bild und Kult, p. 530: ‘Die Marienfigur im Bilde ist jene, die er vor seinem inneren Auge erblickt, weshalb er die 
Lesebrille abgesetzt hat.’ The Virgin and Child apparent to us in the painting are thus not ‘really’ there, but only a 
representation of what the man sees in his imagination: ‘Damit wird jedem wörtlichen Bildsinn entgültig der Boden 
entzogen.’ 
284 In a recent article, the art historian Amy Powell contests the idea that the man’s mode of sight projects an inward vision. 
In her view, ‘reading glasses are removed in order to look at something other than writing with one’s ordinary eyes.’ She 
thus suggests that van Cleve’s Joseph/donor ‘removes [the reading glasses…] to see with his corporeal eyes the Virgin who 
would otherwise be nothing but a blur. In which case, the removal of the glasses demonstrates that this Virgin has made her 
appearance in the flesh.’ She sees the still life as taking up a tropological function: ‘The fruit in Joos van Cleve’s Holy Family 
not only symbolizes specific elements of the narrative of Christ’s life, but also functions as a metaphor for the capacity of 
the image to produce meaning – as scripture does – abundantly and as if in response to individual viewers. The location of 
the still life on this side of the ledge reinforces the sense that it is for us’ (93). Unfortunately, Powell does not follow up on 
the tropological logic of the still life. She rather sees it as ‘something uncanny’ in that it carries an ‘ever-renewable capacity 
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figure’s lascivious gaze as a humorous gesture, whereby he cunningly plays with the concepts of 

representation pertaining to medieval tradition and the conventional debate about the corruptibility of 

the senses.285 

Contemporarily to the mature development of Joos van Cleve’s trompe l’oeil still lifes in 

Virgin and Child paintings, Jan Gossaert developed a particularly ‘fecund’ version of the Christ Child in 

the Virgin’s arms, encompassing a mass of connotations. As is characteristic of Gossaert’s 

Michelangelesque style, the Christ Child is a muscular little boy, and this bodily trait is used in 

innovative ways. In these Virgin and Child paintings, which were widely copied, Gossaert represents 

the chubby Christ Child with an extra corpulent upper body, so bulky that he has breasts, which Mary 

can grasp and gently pinch as if they were her own (2.17, 2.18). There is a blatant mixture of 

Eucharistic symbolism at play here. In several versions of the painting, the Christ Child is presented on 

a parapet – a private prie-dieu, as Falkenburg’s analysis suggested – and held forward by Mary, who then 

offers her son to the viewer as the host would be offered to the believer at mass. She even pinches or 

                                                                                                                                                            
to reflect the world in which it now exists, uncanny insofar as the uncanny ‘is often and easily produced when the distinction 
between imagination and reality is effaced.’ Although I find some of her points interesting, I disagree with Powell’s 
assessment of the still life as ‘uncanny.’ Instead, I would propose to see the still life as phantasmatic; something which also 
effaces the distinction between imagination and reality, and inexplicably infuses objects with phantastic power. See Amy 
Powell, ‘Caught between Dispensations: Heterogeneity in Early Netherlandish Painting,’ Journal of Visual Culture 7, no. 1 
(2008): 83–101.  
285 There are many interpretations of this painting, one of the most notable being Hans Belting’s in Bild und Kult, in which he 
elaborates on Max Friedländer’s identification of van Cleve’s reference to van Eyck: the Virgin and Child in van Cleve’s 
painting are directly taken from van Eyck’s iconic Lucca Madonna. According to Belting, this reference to van Eyck mimics 
the traditional style of the icon, whereas the still life, on the other hand, presents the viewer with a new attention to and 
emphasis on the appearance of the natural world. The still life thus marks a phase of transition in the history of images as it 
comes to represent a mode of display that is radically different from the old mode of the cult image. Belting argues that by 
means of the quote and through the addition of the illusionistic still life, van Cleve inaugurates a distance from the cultic 
image, the icon of the Virgin and Child, and thus creates an image that self-reflexively points to its own mode of 
representation: the Virgin is only an image, not a cultic stand-in. The still life, on the other hand, presents itself to the viewer 
as if it were really there. The different modes of representation in the painting thus ‘fordert uns auf, verschiedene Arten von 
Wahrnehmung und Realität zu unterscheiden, die im Gemälde nebeneinander stehen. Die Krise des alten Bildes äußert sich 
in dieser mehrschichtigen Struktur.’ See Belting, Bild und Kult, pp. 526–30. Another notable interpreter, Victor Stoichita, 
interprets the still life in The Holy Family as an early example of ‘the self-aware image.’ He argues that the liminal position of 
the edible display in The Holy Family functioned as a painterly reflection on representation as a limit. Supplementing the 
religious content of the image, i.e. the holy figures, with something as quotidian and mundane as a meal meant splitting the 
image in two and thus reconfigured a traditional hierarchy of representation. See Victor I. Stoichita, The Self-Aware Image: An 
Insight into Early Modern Meta-Painting (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1997), pp. 25–26. Thus, in Stoichita’s and 
Belting’s view, displays of food are a mode of representation that acts self-reflexively in that it exposes the ambiguity of the 
representational modes of the devotional painting. Belting puts it as follows: ‘Das dobbelte Gesicht, das alle Bilder der Zeit 
[the time of the painting] besitzen, dramatisiert sich deshalb in den Niederlanden’ (p. 531). Whereas Belting and Stoichita 
considers the pictorial address of the still life to adhere to a representational crisis and to be a sign of a transition to a 
modern, meta-pictorial awareness, I see the mundane still lifes as adhering to a centuries-long discourse on consumption, 
whereby I take Falkenburg’s scholarly contributions into account. Van Cleve’s paintings, in my view, thus visualize – 
sometimes playfully – issues regarding the meditative use of images. If the paintings present a pictorial self-awareness, this 
concerns the use of images, not the value of naturalism over the old icon. I see van Cleve’s paintings as paying attention to 
the new virtual mode of ingestion that comes about with illusionistic naturalism: the new kind of nourishment offered by 
naturalistic imagery cannot help but be ambiguous when it appeals to the phantasmatic disposition of the eyes; i.e., the 
scopic drive. 
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encircles his thigh or leg highlighting his fleshiness, his carnality. Simultaneously, his body’s breasts 

provide the nourishing milk that is usually depicted as coming from Mary. What may seem an absurd 

conjunction from a modern perspective was not conceived that way at the time when the painting was 

produced, however. As Caroline Walker-Bynum has shown, monastic discourse – especially Cistercian 

discourse – saw Christ as a nourishing mother.286 

Gossaert’s version of a breastfeeding Christ Child jumbles with metaphors of 

nourishment, as Christ is represented both as a vessel for the nurturing milk and as the more solid 

nourishment of the bread (or flesh) of the 

Eucharist. The metaphorical representation 

conflates with a material appeal to the viewer’s 

appetite insofar as Christ’s carnality is no longer 

subtly alluded to by way of fruit or bread and 

wine, but candidly presented in the shape of a 

cute and chubby child, thus bringing the 

cannibalistic essence of the Eucharist to the fore. 

 

The Non-Predicative Nature of the Image 

The appetizing imagery we have looked at in this 

chapter operates via excess, both symbolically 

and literally. We see that each edible object 

contains an abundance of connotations and 

potential symbolism, and the bodily fluids 

squirting from breasts and side wounds hold a 

flood of associations with Christological or 

Mariological terminology. Also, the bodily fluids 

– and the flesh, in the case of Gossaert’s 

corpulent Christ – and the still lifes simply 

perform overflow and lavishness. This excess or abundance of the edible images is a crucial aspect of 

their visual effect. I find it to be a striking example of what Gottfried Boehm has called the ‘non-

predicative’ workings of the image. With this term, Boehm defines the specifically iconic – that is, that 

which applies to the ontology of the image – as something whose production of signification cannot be 

                                                
286 See note 280. 

2.17. Jan Gossaert, The Virgin and Child, 1520s, sold at 
Sotheby's 9th of December 2015. 
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separated from the ‘modalities of its appearance.’287 As opposed to language, which works in sentences 

with syntax and statements, pictures are never able to separate a predicate from its subject. Hence, in 

language, we can separate a tree from its appearance in the sentence ‘the tree is green’ or ‘the tree is 

yellow.’ In the image, the tree and its color are inseparable, hence ‘in the case of images, their “facts” or 

“contents” can never be differentiated from the modalities of their appearance in the way that a 

sentence is able to differentiate the changing characteristics of a stable subject, to “state” them.’288 We 

are familiar with this observation in the clichéd statement ‘a picture says a thousand words,’ but thanks 

to Boehm, we are able to deepen 

our understanding of the way the 

‘multitudes’ of images work and 

how they are able to capture 

several statements and mediate 

them in a single frame.  

Furthermore, 

Boehm defines the iconic – that 

is, the image’s mode of being – as 

‘indeterminate.’ What an image 

presents from its front side 

always implies a back side; hence, 

the image always involves ‘the 

implication of the invisible in the 

visible.’289 This implication results 

in an interesting synthesis of 

front side and back side, of the 

visible and the invisible – a 

synthesis that makes the invisible 

background operate as a ‘vehicle 

of energy’ in the images. This 

                                                
287 Gottfried Boehm and W. J. T. Mitchell, ‘Pictorial versus Iconic Turn: Two Letters,’ Culture, Theory and Critique 50, vol. 2–3 
(2009): 110.  
288 Ibid. 
289 Gottfried Boehm, ‘Indeterminacy: On the Logic of the Image,’ in Dynamics and Performativity of Imagination, ed. Bernd 
Huppauf and Christoph Wulf (New York/London: Routledge, 2009), p. 227. 

2.18. Follower of Jan Gossaert, The Virgin and Child, ca. 1520s, Musee 
Marmottan. 
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energy is fueled by the imagination: ‘The factual is transformed into the imaginary, and a surplus of 

meaning results that allows mere material […] to appear as a meaningful view.’290  

I find the concept of the non-predicative nature of the image particularly relevant to our 

examination of fifteenth- and sixteenth-century ‘edible’ images. I see the appetizing appeal of these 

paintings as representing – from an image-theoretical perspective – precisely this: that the power that 

images exert over our imagination is the power that lies in the non-predicative, the indeterminate. It is 

the abundance of symbols contained in a single figure or a single object that fills our imagination. 

Additionally, the pictures address the viewer from bodily openings, such as nipples and side wounds, 

and thereby address the viewer’s own bodily and spiritual opening, the eye. The pictures themselves 

thus become an opening from which a surplus of meaning flows. As such, they are a new kind of 

picture that addresses the scopic drive in a hitherto unseen fashion. They openly desire to possess our 

inner image formation, our phantasmatic apparatus. It is in this sense that they are intimate images.  

I see naturalism as carrying a function that is integral to the motifs of these images and 

not primarily as a foreign meta-pictorial element of the cultic nature of the icon. As opposed to Belting, 

who saw an incipient separation between Kult and Bild, between icon and naturalism, in Joos van 

Cleve’s The Holy Family, I see the virtual nature of the trompe l’oeil still lifes and the parapet as a virtual 

prie-dieu installed in many of these paintings as a transmission of cultic elements into the new virtual 

image. I thus also wish to push Belting’s idea of the Andachtsbild as an adaptation of cultic rituals into a 

visual form a little further into the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. If we take into account the 

historical circumstance that images had been eaten as part of cultic rituals for millennia, rituals that 

were meant to bring healing or, in several ways, to transform the inner configuration of the person 

concerned, it is difficult to insist that these images do not refer to the literal ingestion of the Eucharist 

as a cultic ritual. Hence, the naturalism of these images is not just naturalism; it is naturalistic 

illusionism, which makes the objects possess a magic quality; in other words, it brings about an aura 

that operates as a cultic element in the virtual space of the image. The atmosphere that was brought 

about through the ritualistic elements of the mass, such as lighting, perfumes, chanting and so on, is 

transferred to the image by way of virtual, illusionistic effects. It is in this sense that I see the appetizing 

images collected here as prototypes of phantasmatic imagery: these picture types demonstrate that once 

visual perception is understood as an integral part of a spiritual metabolism, the natural world – and the 

depiction of the natural world – becomes food for the imagination. I thus see these pictures as 

exemplifying a new type of image, which is designed to possess our imagination with a visual 

impression of a phantasmagoric nature. And in this sense, the pictures both desire to possess our 

                                                
290 Ibid., p. 228. 
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imaginary apparatus and also begin to operate as inner images by way of their ‘virtuality’; perhaps it can 

be said that they visualize a psychic process (that of the phantasm) as a means of colonizing it.  

 

Postscriptum 

In the case of Joos van Cleve and Jan Gossaert, it is worth noting that their paintings with still lifes or 

the chubby Christ Child were intended for the market and thus meant for a larger lay audience. Their 

compositions were copied and sold all over Europe. What might appear to our modern eyes to be 

highly sumptuous and even obscenely excessive pictorial gestures were popular in the sixteenth century. 

While a motif like Gossaert’s edible baby Jesus might seem ‘kitschy’ to us today, the pictorial gesture 

that offers the image up for the viewer’s imaginary consumption has become a commonplace in our 

culture. The overall aim of the oncoming stream of images that we encounter every day in our digitized 

and commercialized visual culture is to feed us with phantasmagoria. This gesture is most explicit in 

commercials and advertisements, which address the viewer with a concrete demand: ‘buy,’ ‘consume,’ 

‘enjoy’! But the gesture is also at play in the cinema, which exists as a singular example in today’s visual 

culture of a very palpable pairing of visual and oral consumption: no other visual experience entails 

food as an integral part of the experience, nor is any other visual experience as ritualized as going to the 

cinema to eat popcorn, drink soda, and sit in a darkened room watching images appear on a screen that 

are as vivid and lifelike as one’s own dream images. If the appetizing images of the fifteenth- and 

sixteenth-century Netherlands must be categorized, I would define them as a picture type that caters to 

the scopic drive by emulating the virtual nature of our imagination and thus also our phantasms, and 

consequently, I see them as belonging to the image type of cinema, which also seeks to be incorporated 

into the viewer’s psyche.  
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CHAPTER 3 

LOOKING INWARD – THE IMAGE AS FACE 

 

This chapter seeks to reconsider one of the most distinctive and thus also one of the most discussed 

features of Early Netherlandish Painting: the emergence of the inward-looking face. The first 

paragraphs of this chapter will elaborate on how exactly the inward-looking quality of these faces is 

achieved. Firstly, I will begin by stating – as I also did in the introduction – that fifteenth-century 

painters invented a new pictorial language that nevertheless only alluded to a figure’s interior life. This 

‘sense of inwardness’ that radiates from the eyes and postures of the praying or reading figures that 

populate the paintings of the so-called Flemish primitives has prompted numerous scholars to label 

Flemish painting as particularly intimate. This pictorial quality, which is often described as a ‘sense of 

intimacy’ in much of the literature on Early Netherlandish Painting, as highlighted in the first chapter, 

will now undergo a more thorough examination. My interest in the inward-looking figures concerns the 

new visual mode of representation that only indirectly refers to an interior hiding beneath the surface. 

The face plays a crucial role in this mode of representation, as will be demonstrated in what follows. 

As I see it, the invention of inwardness brings about a mode of representation that 

corresponds – and caters – to the phantasmatic mode of seeing that is the human gaze. In other words, 

I understand the paintings of the Northern Renaissance as introducing a new pictorial quality to the 

appearance of the sensuous world. Hence, the visualization of interiority in Flemish painting offers a 

re-evaluation of naturalism as a mode of objective representation. What the pictorial invention of 

inwardness exemplifies is rather that the appearance of the world – not the divine order behind it – 

turns out to be ‘enchanted’291 and that this enchantment resembles, or answers, the human mode of 

visual perception, which by default seeks to infuse the surface with depth. Thus, the intimate aesthetic 

of the Flemish fifteenth century represents a transitional phase that led to a ‘human mode’ of looking, 

not only because it began representing the visible world as it appeared, but also because it represented 

the visible world as an allusion to more than what meets the eye.  

 

Seeing with the Soul’s Eye 

The depiction of the human face underwent a remarkable development with the advent of Jan van 

Eyck’s and Rogier van der Weyden’s portraits in the early fifteenth century (as mentioned earlier). With 

their meticulous handling of the brush and numerous layers of glazes, these painters were able to depict 

                                                
291 By ‘enchanted,’ I do not mean ‘magical,’ but rather ‘charged with an extra-sensorial quality’. 
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figures with an unprecedented appearance of 

animation. In particular, the subject’s eyes gave the 

impression that the figures were looking either at other 

figures in the painting or directly out at the viewer, as 

in van Eyck’s famous Portrait of a Man (ill. 3.1). Dressed 

in an elegant fur-lined coat and a buoyant red 

chaperon, the man, who was presumably modeled on 

van Eyck himself, stares out at the viewer with such 

lively eyes – complete with red capillaries – that his 

address must have felt as eerily direct to the late 

medieval viewer as it does to the viewer standing 

before it in London’s National Gallery today.  

Hans Belting, who is one of the most 

prolific writers on images of the face, names this 

animated effect of inwardness ‘eine Anthropologie des 

Blicks’ and understands it as a mode of representation inherent to the medium of oil paint, and thus to 

the invention of painting as we know it today. The oil technique allowed painters to render shiny 

reflections striking the cornea, reflections that refer to what strikes the eye and thus simultaneously the 

mental faculties (ill. 3.2).292 The layers of glazes and the attention to surface reflections are thus the 

conditions that gave rise to the depiction of eyes in the act of seeing. Hence, by paying great attention to 

surface appearances, the painters were able to allude to a psychic depth: the depiction of an embodied 

gaze alluded to the ‘inner senses,’ which in the Middle Ages were understood as a set of five cognitive 

faculties corresponding to the five senses – amongst which belonged the estimative sense, the 

imagination, and the memory – which received sense impressions, sorted them, and preserved them in 

the soul.293 What oil painting generated, according to Belting, was visual metaphors of inwardness: 

‘Seine Lösung bestand darin, neben einem direkten zugleich ein indirektes Verfahren der Darstellung 

des Menschen zu entwickeln. Das direkte Verfahren lag in der Abbildung des menschlichen Körpers, 

das indirekte Verfahren aber in der zusätzlichen Einführung von Metaphern.’294 It is this ‘additional’ 

employment of visual ‘metaphors’ of inwardness that is of interest in this chapter, which – as we shall 

see – are at play in more ways than solely in the depiction of the reflective cornea.  

                                                
292 Belting and Kruse, Die Erfindung des Gemäldes, pp. 48–52. See also Hans Belting, Spiegel der Welt: Die Erfindung des Gemäldes 
in den Niederlanden (Munich: Hirmer Verlag, 1994/C.H. Beck Verlag, 2010), p. 82 (ff. 75–94). 
293 Camille, ‘Before the Gaze,’ p. 200. 
294 Belting and Kruse, Die Erfindung des Gemäldes, p. 51. 

3.1. Jan van Eyck, Portrait of a Man (Self Portrait?), 1433, 
oil on wood, National Gallery, London. 
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Fifteenth-century Flemish painting 

began representing interiority to a hitherto unseen 

degree. Just as devotional paintings became filled 

with ‘reactive figures’ who visibly expressed their 

(inner) emotions, as James Marrow identified (see 

chapter 1), a similar increase in what I would call 

‘non-reactive’ figures is detectable in paintings by 

van Eyck, van der Weyden, and their successors. 

These figures are most often donors – the 

commissioners of the panels or illuminations, who 

appear opposite a depicted sacred scenario.  

The donor portrait was not a new 

invention in the fifteenth century. It is a portrait type 

that stems from the twelfth century, which shows a 

diminished – and thus humble – donor kneeling in 

the margins of the picture in front of a revered 

subject, typically Christ or the Virgin Mary. The early 

Netherlandish donor portrait changes this traditional 

layout by presenting the donor in close proximity to the holy figures, sometimes even occupying the 

same space as them, while also representing him or her as being of the same size as the holy figures. 

The picture type thus no longer emphasizes the humility of the person opposite the holy figure, but 

rather communicates the specific relationship between them. Together with the donor portrait, the 

devotional portrait diptych rose to popularity in fifteenth-century Flanders. This type of donor portrait 

shows a close-up portrait of a donor on one wing praying to a sacred figure, typically the Virgin, 

displayed in close-up on the other. This format quite clearly illustrates that these new Flemish donor 

portraits were intended to emphasize the interconnection between the donor and the holy figure and 

also the act of looking at the sacred. Furthermore, in the new naturalistic style, the donor was no longer 

just represented by their coat of arms, but also by their very convincing likeness: their faces are vivid 

with detail and their eyes are no longer merely an anatomical construct, but rather show an animated 

gaze. What is specific to the donor portraits in Flanders is that the gazes of these donors share the 

quality of being at once directed towards their object of desire, the holy figure, while at the same time 

bearing a remarkable lack of expression – a vacancy. Hence, the Netherlandish donor figures represent 

3.2 Circle of Dieric Bouts, Donor Presented by a Saint 
(detail), 1460–1465, oil on wood, Metropolitan Museum 
of Art. 
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apt examples of faces that are looking inward, or, as Warburg elegantly described it, faces that are 

‘absorbed in the act of seeing.’295  

One of the most distinctive painterly effects that creates an effect of inwardness is the 

downcast eyes, as exemplified in Rogier van der Weyden’s Bladelin Triptych of ca. 1450 (ill. 3.3). In the 

central panel of the triptych altarpiece, the donor, Pieter Bladelin, is kneeling in front of the newborn 

Christ Child. Bladelin reverently turns towards the Holy Family with his hands folded and his eyes 

downcast, which makes it difficult to ascertain where his gaze is resting. His inexpressive face 

unequivocally gives the viewer a sense of an inwardly directed attention; he appears to be piously 

meditating on the theme of the Incarnation. In other words, Bladelin incarnates the mode of sight that 

was cultivated with such fervor in late medieval devotional manuals, as described in chapter 1. In the 

lowering of his protagonist’s eyelids and his somewhat skewed posture, Rogier van der Weyden 

manages to indicate a spiritual relationship between the donor figure and the divine.296 The lack of 

expression on Bladelin’s face indicates that he is not seeing Christ via ‘corporeal vision,’ in Augustine’s 

terms, but via spiritual vision, which ‘sees’ so much better, as it looks beyond the visible: ‘qui [voit] 

l’invisible au-déla du visible,’ as Jean-Claude Schmitt states.297 

Hence, the vacant stare on Bladelin’s face is designed to mediate inner vision, not to 

communicate the effect of that vision; namely, the affective emotion. And what is of interest in this 

chapter is that mediating interiority, as the painters demonstrate, involves veiling instead of unveiling; 

logically so, one might say, since there is no other option. If it were exposed, interiority would no 

longer be interior, and the image would no longer be an image if it did not operate via the basic 

principle of the surface. However, the dialectic dynamic between showing and hiding can be expressed 

via particular means in painting, as was the case in Early Netherlandish Painting. Hence, van Eyck and 

his contemporaries paint an embodied gaze by adding layers to the surface of the cornea, not by 

stripping layers away. And instead of opening Pieter Bladelin’s eyes, Rogier van der Weyden conceals 

them slightly by lowering his eyelids.  

                                                
295 Aby Warburg, ‘Flemish Art and the Florentine Early Renaissance’ (1902), in The Renewal of Pagan Antiquity: Contributions to 
the Cultural History of the European Renaissance, ed. Gertrud Bing, trans. David Britt (Los Angeles: Getty Research Institute for 
the History of Art and the Humanities, 1999), p. 298.  
296 Jean-Claude Schmitt, ‘L’imagination efficace,’ in Imagination und Wirklichkeit: Zum Verhältnis von mentalen und realen Bildern in 
der Kunst der frühen Neuzeit, ed. Klaus Krüger and Alessandro Nova (Mainz: Von Zabern, 2000), pp. 13–20. According to 
Schmitt, figures such as Bladelin turn their eyes inward in order to be able to better see what lies before them: ‘À la fin du 
Moyen Age, regarder les saintes images n’était pas seulement une opération des sens (sensus) mais un acte d’imaginatio dont 
on espérait qu’il pourait transformer les êtres, dans leur chair et mieux encore, dans leur âme,’ p. 19. 
297 Ibid. 
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3.3. Rogier van der Weyden, Bladelin Triptych, 1445–1450, oil on wood, Gemäldegalerie. 

 
 

An Only Vaguely Visible Letter 

A remarkable example of innovative allusions to inwardness is to be found in Petrus Christus’s 

rendition of a purse in a donor portrait in Copenhagen’s SMK – Statens Museum for Kunst (ill. 3.4 and 

3.5) This portrait depicts a donor kneeling in a rocky landscape at a clear distance from the city, whose 

gate we see in the far background of the picture. The donor has sought refuge and solitude away from 

the bustling crowds and has found comfort in the hermit Saint Anthony (presumably his patron saint), 

who protectively shields him from the back. The donor himself has not done much to emulate the 

hermit’s appearance, however. His heavily draped vermillion robe with its exquisitely painted fur trim 

and his black pointed shoes assure us of his wealthy status. He has dressed up for the occasion, which 

presumably is to kneel and pray in the presence of Christ, who, we can assume, would have figured on 

the counterpart panel of a diptych or triptych, although their whereabouts and provenance are 

unfortunately unknown. Meanwhile, the donor has also made sure to appear as a humble devotee by 

holding a purse from his girdle, a purse that contains a letter – presumably a letter of indulgence. If we 

focus on this object, we see that the protruding pocket with its finely decorated metal rim and 

ornaments is painted with meticulous attention to detail. From looking at the painting, it is obvious that 

the purse is intended to be significant: it warrants the inwardness of the donor’s devotion and the 

humility of his soul. In order to show that the contents of the purse communicates the inner character 

of its carrier, Christus has painted its vermillion red lining to mirror the draping of the donor’s robe 
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Cunningly, the painter chooses not to show us the open 

letter, but only gives us a glimpse of its folded corner as it 

peeks out from the opening of the pocket – half-visible, 

half-hidden from view. The looming dark shadow on the 

right-hand side of the pocket’s cavity convinces us of the 

invisible interiority that it aims to visualize: the 

confessional voice of the donor.  

This visual dynamic between veiling and 

unveiling is one of the most characteristic developments 

of fifteenth-century painting, and it comes to fruition in 

the development of portraiture. If we look to Italy in the 

fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, we find artistic 

ambitions comparable to those of the Flemings, in the 

sense that Italian artists also sought solutions to the 

representational problem of interiority and the question 

of ‘how an individual portrait can convey the character 

and the mind of a person.’298 For Italian sculptors, the 

answer was found in allegory. The introduction of 

symbolic imagery into the portrait’s sphere, such as 

accessory plaques bearing appropriate narratives, notes or 

attributes or allegorical imagery in necklaces or patterns 

on a dress, meant that the vacant face of the portrayed person could become ‘readable’299 The resort to 

allegorical imagery was one solution to the problem of the opacity of the mind, but not the only one. 

Leonardo da Vinci’s unique technique of sfumato demonstrated that symbols were not the only means 

of evoking inwardness.  

                                                
298 Frank Zöllner, ‘The “Motions of the Mind” in Renaissance Portraits: The Spiritual Dimension of Portraiture,’ Zeitschrift 
für Kunstgeschichte 68, no. 1 (2005): 23. 
299 Ibid., p. 40. ‘In conclusion, we can state that the expression of the soul in 15th- and early 16th-century portraiture was 
executed with the help of attributes, signs, symbols, metaphors and references to a number of texts, both antique and 
genuinely Christian. Portraits thus correspond to well-known humanists’ attempts to reconcile antique ideas with Christian 
belief and to describe the immortality of the soul with the help of antique metaphor.’ 

3.4. Petrus Christus, Altar Panel with a Portrait of a 
Donor in Scarlet under the Protection of St Anthony, ca. 
1450, oil on wood, SMK – Statens Museum for 
Kunst, Copenhagen. 
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3.5. Petrus Christus, Altar Panel with a Portrait of a Donor in Scarlet under the Protection of St Anthony (detail), ca. 1450, oil on 
wood, SMK – Statens Museum for Kunst, Copenhagen. 

 

Through the use of the soft and smoky technique of sfumato, Leonardo was able to render the natural 

world in all its variant shades and gradations, giving an apt representation of our (sensuous) perception 

of reality; in other words, ‘an unmediated manifestation of nature in art.’300 In a drawing of a female 

face – La Scapigliata – with downward-looking eyes, Leonardo employed the technique of sfumato to its 

full extent, bringing about a sense of interior movement in her otherwise stable repose (ill. 3.6). In this 

case, the sfumato effect is capable of animating the inward figure from within, leading Alexander Nagel 

to fittingly claim: 

 

As a result of his investigations Leonardo discovered an alternative to the familiar 

Albertian theory that in painting the movements of the soul are displayed solely through 

the movements of the body: here an inner life is suggested by a new order of pictorial 

effects, without recourse to action or narrative. The intimation of an interiority held in 

reserve, not necessarily externalized in the rhetoric of gesture, thematizes the claim to 

autonomy.301 

                                                
300 Alexander Nagel, ‘Leonardo and Sfumato,’ RES: Anthropology and Aesthetics 24 (1993): 14. 
301 Ibid., p. 13. 



 140 

Thus, sfumato is an example of a technique which, unlike 

sculpture, reveals and discloses by way of visual rather than 

symbolic means. In other words, two-dimensional pictures – 

paintings and drawings – seem to be the artistic practice best 

suited to bring forth this effect, because they are able to 

manipulate the representation of depth more successfully than 

sculpture can. Although sfumato is quite unlike the style of the 

Netherlandish painters, whose outlines are certainly more 

‘wooden’ (which is the risk when not using sfumato302), the idea 

of autonomy – that is, traces of an inner state of mind, 

character, or mood – created via painterly means resonates with 

the Northern innovations. However, whereas the fifteenth-

century Netherlandish painters put the allusions to inwardness 

to copious effect, as we shall see, Leonardo’s aspirations were 

quite singular in fifteenth-century Italy. 

 

 

The Image as Face 

What was emerging in this dialectic play between partly showing and partly concealing either downcast 

eyes or the contents of a purse was a new kind of pictorial order. With the new ways of indirectly 

indicating a figure’s interiority, painting gave rise to a new way of looking at and thinking about 

pictures. Gottfried Boehm has concisely described this new mode of looking that resulted from these 

pictorial effects as a mode that is first and foremost modeled upon the appearance of the face. The 

‘vacancy’ of the face – which is enhanced in the paintings of the Flemish artists (and Leonardo) – 

brings about a mode of seeing: ‘Das Schema des Gesichtes bezeichnet primär nicht etwas, sondern es 

setzt eine Sichtweise in Gang.’303 In Boehm’s view, this ‘mode of seeing’ is the viewer’s tendency to 

animate a given face and project subjectivity onto it. In fifteenth-century painting, this tendency is 

gratified by the animated figures, whose faces no longer show ‘empty’ eyes, but a gaze that is ‘filled’ 

with a soul. Whereas ‘eyes’ denotes the liquid-filled balls sitting in the middle of our head that function 

like a camera, the ‘gaze’ is ‘somatic’: it is inhabited by a body and thus also a person, and it is what 

                                                
302 Ibid., p. 11. 
303 Gottfried Boehm, ‘Der lebendige Blick. Gesicht – Bildnis – Identität,’ in Gesicht und Identität/Face and Identity, ed. 
Gottfried Boehm, Orlando Budelacci, Michael Renner, and Maria Giuseppina Di Monte (Paderborn: Fink Verlag, 2014), p. 
22 (italics in original). 

3.6. Leonardo da Vinci, Head of a Woman 
(La Scapigliata), 1500–1505, Metropolitan 
Museum of Art. 
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makes the eyes appear to be looking, as if they are filled with life behind the stare.304 The gaze indicates, 

according to Boehm, ‘was jemand will, wie sich jemand verhällt and damit wer jemand ist,’ whereby 

fifteenth-century painting becomes a catalyst for the representation of the ‘handlungsfähig’ individual, 

who appears neither as an ideal nor as a caricature.305  

While Boehm’s observations on the new mode of seeing also ring true for portraits, 

including donor portraits, it should be noted that most of his examples come from Italian portraiture 

and his interpretations are thus suited to the humanist ideas about individual autonomy that were 

emerging in Italy at that time. Northern Renaissance donor portraits are subject to different ideas and 

mentalities, however, as they are rooted in devotional culture. Thus, the significance of the animated 

and inward-looking face in Flemish paintings should be seen in a slightly different light, as will be clear 

as we go along. However, that the effect of inwardness can be compared to a ‘sense of fullness’ goes 

for the Flemish examples as well, and this is an important point in that it relates to the observations in 

the preceding chapter. Just as the intimate appeal of the devotional images that offered either milk, 

blood, or fruit for the viewer’s consumption could be said to literally want to fill the viewer’s 

imagination, the embodied figures that are ‘filled’ with a soul in the donor portraits in question equally 

‘fill’ the viewer’s imagination, in the sense that the allusions to an inner life activate the viewer’s 

imagination. Accordingly, I would say that the inward-looking face in Netherlandish painting is another 

apt example of a pictorial order that provides food for the scopic drive. In this sense, the face that 

alludes to a hidden life is not only a pictorial device for depicting figures that appear ‘autonomous,’ but 

also – and perhaps more so – a mode of representation that produces ambiguity.306  

The face is a complex phenomenon; it is at once the location of most of our sensory 

organs and the point from which we address the world via our gaze and our voice. It is a liminal zone, 

joining the outer world with the inner. For millennia, the liminality of the face has given rise to the idea 

that it is the site of disclosure. In his famous letter to the Corinthians, St. Paul even equated the face 

                                                
304 Ibid., p. 19: ‘Es muss ihnen [the artists] gekrigen, aussen, d.h. auf der schieren Oberfläche des Körpers, den sie mit Farbe 
und Form sichtbar machen, solche Hinweise zusetzen, die es dem Betrachter erlauben Unsichtbares zu erfassen, die Person 
des Dargestellten zu erschliessen, ihren und ihr inneres.’ 
305 Ibid., p. 19 and pp. 28–29. For an in-depth account of the emergence of the gaze as a motif, see also Hans Belting, ‘The 
Gaze in the Image: A Contribution to the Iconology of the Gaze,’ in Dynamics and Performativity of Imagination, pp. 93–115.  
306 Joseph Leo Koerner, ‘Rembrandt and the Epiphany of the Face,’ RES: Anthropology and Aesthetics 12 (1986): 5–32. In this 
article, Koerner reflects on the fiction of interiority produced by a vacant-looking face, which is especially ambiguous in 
Rembrandt’s faces: ‘Neither an objective likeness of the thing it represents nor the transparent vehicle for an immanent 
subjectivity, the face in Rembrandt acquires its meaning only within the essential obliqueness of its message, and within the 
dangerous probability that this message will be believed but wholly misunderstood,’ p. 32. In Agamben’s Mezzi sensa fine 
(1996), we also find reflections on the face as that which is ‘open’: ‘The face is at once the irreparable being-exposed of 
humans and the very opening in which they hide and stay hidden.’ See Giorgio Agamben, Means without End: Notes on Politics, 
trans. Vincenzo Binetti and Cesare Casarino (Minneapolis/London: University of Minnesota Press, 2000), chapter 8, p. 90,1 
(sic). This openness is what comes to the fore in the Netherlandish donor portraits and is a circumstance that tells us 
something about how the way of looking changed in the fifteenth century. 
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with truth.307 Behind this idea lies the assumption that the face cannot really conceal what hides behind 

it. Its lability necessarily exposes its inner condition. This conception of the face recurs in the theory of 

physiognomy – practiced since long before antiquity and continuing well into the twentieth century –

that saw a face’s features as the result of the local government of the metaphysical principle; namely, 

the soul’s governing of the body.308 It meant, quite simply, that the look and shape of the face revealed 

the true nature of the person: a well-proportioned face reflected a good soul, while disproportioned 

features indicated a foul character.  

A theory like physiognomy can be perceived as an attempt to find a convenient 

hermeneutic short cut around the difficulty of accessing a person’s interior and revealing their character 

through looks alone. The fact that the Renaissance polymath Giambattista della Porta (followed by 

Charles le Brun and Charles Lavater in the succeeding centuries) gave the theory a scientific gloss using 

visual schemata that was meant to guarantee its authority perhaps testifies to the circumstance that the 

ambiguity of the face in Western culture was beginning to become more evident. The emergence of the 

portrait in the fifteenth century is precisely distinguished by the lack of an unequivocal look; as Boehm 

also showed, the subject appears neither as an ideal (as the profiled portrait would, mimicking portraits 

of rulers) nor as a caricature (with distorted facial features). The ‘vacancy’ of the face takes 

unprecedented prominence in visual culture from the fifteenth century onwards, bringing 

indeterminacy to the surface. 

In his most recent book Faces: Eine Geschichte des Gesichts, Hans Belting points out that the 

conflation of mask and face is unique to Western visual culture: 

 

Die westliche Kultur hat seit der Antike keine Masken mehr hervorgebracht, mit denen 

sie sich identifizieren. […] Umso wichtiger wurde das Gesicht, welches als Zeichenträger 

und Ausdrucksträger ohne Konkurrenz blieb und die sozialen Rollen der Maske auf sich 

zog.309  

 

Whereas in other cultures, the mask functions as a signifier for a social role, it has been abandoned in 

Western culture. The face thus becomes a ‘container’ for both the social role and the person, which led 

to the idea of the face as a mask being played with throughout European visual culture. Particularly 

interesting configurations occur in portraiture, which began to take shape as a pictorial genre in the 

                                                
307 NIV, Cor 13:12: ‘For now we see in a mirror dimly; but then face-to-face. Now I know in part; then I shall know fully, 
even as I have been fully known.’ 
308 Umberto Eco, Om spejle og andre forunderlige fænomener, trans. Thomas Harder (Copenhagen: Forum, 1990), p. 67. 
309 Hans Belting, Faces: Eine Geschichte des Gesichts (Munich: C.H. Beck Verlag, 2013), p. 119. 
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fifteenth century.310 Netherlandish donor portraits are one such configuration, which turns the tension 

between the social role and the person into its main objective. According to Belting, the bourgeoisie 

who appeared in donor portraits sought to be depicted as persons as well as Bürgher in order to 

distinguish themselves from court portraiture, which first and foremost depicted the subject in his or 

her social role.311 However, personality is not something that can be communicated like a coat of arms; 

it requires reference to what hides beneath the surface. Hence, donor portraits were instrumental in 

creating a pictorial language that offered more ‘information’ about the subject than could be inferred 

from his or her visible appearance. 

Although this may seem an endeavor that is closely related to the budding humanism of 

the period in that humanism’s way of thinking was occupied with emancipating the individual from his 

or her role, this mode of representation and the idea of ‘personality’ can also be related to Christian 

culture, as Marcel Mauss does in a lecture on different cultural and historical conceptions of the person. 

Here, Mauss makes it clear that the idea of the individual is not limited to Western Christian societies: 

‘There has never existed a human being which has not been aware, not only of his body, but also at the 

same time of his individuality, both spiritual and physical.’312 Hence, tribal societies and non-Western 

civilizations operate with a clear distinction between the individual and the group, and these societies 

also recognize the individual’s position in the group as ‘a role’ (persona), a mask one puts on that is 

separate from one’s being as such.313 What distinguishes the Western category of the self from those of 

other civilizations finds its conceptual roots in the Greek and Latin juridical tradition, which 

understood a person’s public role to include moral consciousness and autonomy; thus, self-

consciousness became the attribute of a moral person. But it is with Christianity that ‘role’ and ‘person’ 

(personality) came to be conceptualized into one single metaphysical entity.314 The Christian concept of 

the human being is essentially structured after the idea of God as a trinity – a single entity composed of 

separate principles: ‘It is from the notion of the ‘one’ that the notion of the person was created.’315  

With the advent of subtle allusions to inwardness, pictorial representations of human 

beings were able to communicate this inherent complexity of Christian logic. The donors portrayed in 

fifteenth-century Flemish paintings are apt examples of this, as they simultaneously indicate their social 

status (related to their material condition) and a state of meditation (the spiritual state of their soul). 

                                                
310 Ibid. 
311 Belting, Spiegel der Welt, p. 59 ff.  
312 Marcel Mauss, ‘A Category of the Human Mind: The Notion of Person, the Notion of Self’ (1938), trans. W. D. Halls, in 
The Category of the Person: Anthropology, Philosophy, History, ed. Michael Carrithers, Steven Collins, and Steven Lukes 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985), p. 3. 
313 Ibid., pp. 4–12. 
314 Ibid., pp. 18–19. 
315 Ibid., p. 20. 
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With reference to Boehm, it can be said that the Flemish donor portraits bring about a mode of seeing 

(Sichtweise) which takes pleasure in this complexity, in the mixture of social codes and indications of 

interiority. It is in this sense that the images by van Eyck and his contemporaries can be understood as 

taking on a liminal mode of representation that resembles the liminality of the face.  

 

The Face as Book 

If we equate donor portraits with the genre of portraiture, however, we are missing important aspects 

of their form and function. While the tension between surface and depth in the donor portrait is equal 

to that of the emergent genre of portraiture, the donor portrait brings forth different perspectives on 

this tension and thus also different questions relating to the visual culture of which it was a part. Unlike 

the portrait, which presents figures that exude a new ‘handlungsfähig’ demeanor, the donor portraits 

present figures that appear absorbed in meditation or prayer. The context is of the religious kind, and 

the donors accordingly perform pious gestures. Hence, the inwardness to which Flemish painters 

alluded via the painterly means discussed above bears another set of connotations to the signs of the 

nascent secularization we see in portraiture. The donor portrait’s indirect reference to the soul is 

associated with inner vision, with the soul’s eye, as Jean-Claude Schmitt put it, and we thus see many 

donors equipped with books in their hands since reading was considered to stimulate spiritual vision.316  

Hence, the painters made great use of depictions of the book as a means of evoking a 

sense of inwardness, either by showing figures absorbed in the act of reading or by painting closed 

books that alluded to their hidden content; in other words, making them operate in the same dialectical 

manner as the face. In Rogier van der Weyden’s Magdalen Reading, we see how the artist carefully hides 

the left-hand pages of the book while also concealing Mary Magdalen’s eyes by lowering her eyelids in 

order to bring about the impression of the inner activity of reading (ill. 3.7). Another similar picture 

from Rogier’s workshop, Man Reading a Letter, shows the writing to be partly obscured by the letter’s 

left upper corner, which is folded inwards – again evoking the hidden, interior act of reading (ill. 3.8). 

And in Hans Memling’s portrait of St. Benedict, the book’s pages are turned completely inwards, while 

we obtain a sense of the inner act of reading from the saint’s half-lowered eyelids; his stare, directed at 

the pages, shows how Memling wished to represent Benedict’s attentiveness to the words on the page 

(ill. 3.9).  

 

 

                                                
316 Frank Olaf Büttner, ‘Mens divina liber grandis est: Zu einigen Darstellungen des Lesens im Spätmittelalterlichen 
Handschriften,’ Philobiblon: Eine Vierteljahrschrift für Buch und Graphiksammler 16 (1972): 92–126. 
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3.7. Rogier van der Weyden, The Magdalen Reading (detail 
from undiscovered Sacra Conversazione), before 1438, oil 
on wood, National Gallery, London. 

 

 
3.8. Workshop of Rogier van der Weyden, A Man Reading 
(St. Ivo?), ca. 1450, oil on wood, National Gallery, 
London. 

 
3.9. Hans Memling, St. Benedict (left wing of triptych), 
Uffizi. 

 

 
3.10. Hans Pleydenwurff, Count Georg von Löwenstein (right 
wing of diptych), ca. 1457, distemper on wood, 
Germanisches Nationalmuseum, Nuremberg
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In the German painter Hans Pleydenwurff’s Löwenstein diptych, we see a different use of the book as 

a reference to interiority (ill. 3.10). Instead of reading, Löwenstein holds the closed book in his hand. 

Here, it is worth noticing how the painter makes use of the closed prayer book in order to represent the 

inward character of Count Löwenstein’s meditation: the book is only slightly opened by the donor’s 

thumb, which not only marks the page he was reading, but also marks that he is ‘in touch with’ the 

writing. By allowing this visibly customized and personalized book (which also has a bookmark hanging 

from the top of the pages) in Löwenstein’s left hand to relate the subtle opening of a devotional object to 

the opening of the soul towards Christ, Pleydenwurff artfully creates an image that alludes to more than 

what it shows. In other words, the book is depicted in such a way as to create the same effects as the 

inward-looking face. However, while the portrait panel shows us an image that is full of indirect 

references to inwardness and inner vision (the book and the vacant stare in the donor’s eyes), the 

diptych’s other panel openly displays the object of Löwenstein’s inner vision: the appearance of Christ. 

In this way, Pleydenwurff’s diptych is similar to a row of other devotional donor portraits, some of 

which we have already discussed. Hans Memling’s diptych displaying Maarten Nieuwenhouve opposite 

the Virgin and Child also shows an open book in front of the young donor, implying that his reading 

has led him to picture the Virgin in his mind (ill. 1.11). Jan van Eyck’s two donor portraits, the Rolin 

Madonna and The Virgin and Child with Canon van der Paele, show each donor holding a book of hours in 

his hands, seemingly pausing in his reading to look up and find the Virgin seated before him (ill. 3.11). 

And then, of course, there is Mary of Burgundy, to whom we referred in chapter 1, seated in her chapel 

with her book of hours while her reading meditation unfolds as a scene in a church space beyond her 

chapel, cleverly framed as a picture in the picture (ill. 1.9 and 1.10). 

Hence, Flemish donor portraits make indirect references to the donor’s imagination or 

‘inner act of seeing’ while also directly showing that which is otherwise invisible – namely, the donor’s 

inner vision – and what communicates the link between the inner vision and the manifest vision is 

precisely the book. 

 

Seeing and Reading 

The cultivation of reading was an important aspect of the increasingly individualized devotion of the 

late Middle Ages. Individual prayer books such as the book of hours became increasingly popular with 

the laity in the late thirteenth century, and during the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, they ‘reached 
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the height of their popularity.’317 These little personalized prayer books allowed the individual to follow 

the liturgical order by themselves and to address Christ through the personalized voice of the prayers 

(most often in the first person), while also serving as a mobile devotional object for their owners to 

carry with them and thus as a new means of displaying their piety.  

 The depiction of readers in images was, as Frank O. Büttner has explained, a gesture of 

particular interest in late medieval 

devotional culture, in contrast to its 

almost complete absence in the early 

Middle Ages. 318  Early medieval 

depictions of the Gospel were more 

concerned with showing the event 

itself, whereas late medieval 

representations began adding 

readers to images such as Gospel 

scenes; thus, in a Nativity scene 

from the second half of the 

thirteenth century, Mary can be seen 

lying in bed with a book, or a book 

begins to be placed between Mary 

and the archangel Gabriel in 

depictions of the Annunciation. 

According to Michael Camille, these 

depictions of books could also be 

due to the circumstance that writing 

had become a more authoritative mode of representation during the tenth and eleventh centuries, 

unlike in the early Middle Ages, when it was considered the lesser mediator of information in 

comparison to speech.319 

                                                
317 Wieck, Time Sanctified, p. 34. 
318 Büttner, ‘Zu einigen Darstellungen des Lesens im Spätmittelalterlichen Handschriften,’ p. 93: ‘Sieht man von einigen 
Autorenbildern ab, so lässt sich sagen: Vorliebe für die Darstellung des Lesens ist characteristisch für die Zeit des 
spätmittelalters. In Darstellungen des frühen Mittelalters hatte diesen Beschäftigung kaum Platz, denn die Aufmerksamkeit 
aller Beteiligten war auf das Hauptgeschehen oder auf tätige Handlung fixiert.’ 
319 Michael Camille, ‘Seeing and Reading: Some Visual Implications of Medieval Literacy and Illiteracy,’ Art History 8, no. 1 
(1985): 27 ff.    

3.11. Jan van Eyck, The Virgin of Chancellor Rolin, 1441, oil on wood, Louvre. 
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This new inclusion of books and readers in scenes was, according to Büttner, a new 

means of emphasizing the importance of inwardness in devotion, and this inwardness is expressed 

more vividly the closer we get to the fifteenth century.320 Also, reading allowed the individual believer 

to familiarize herself with Christ’s plan for the salvation of mankind and thus to understand the grander 

scheme of Christian doctrine.321 Reading was thus key to understanding the coming salvation and to 

one’s chance of taking part in it oneself. The depiction of readers in Christian images and the gradually 

more prominent role of books in donor portraits of the fifteenth century should hence be seen not 

only as representations of an act of inward experience in its own right, but also as indicators of a moral 

– and thus reputable – act.322  

This leads us to the question of what kind of images the donor portraits were and what 

kind of significance the new mode of representing inwardness had. And if the depiction of reading was 

of such importance, what were the implications of the reading donors being situated next to a lavish 

display of the Virgin and Child or the Man of Sorrows? A certain tension between the medium of the 

book and the medium of the picture, between reading and seeing, seems to be at play. This is a much-

debated topic in art historical scholarship on late medieval art and the Northern Renaissance. In the 

following, I will summarize the leading voices in this art historical debate. 

In a recent article, Jeffrey Hamburger interprets the proliferation of depictions of readers 

in fifteenth-century imagery as setting up a conflict between the book (and the act of reading) and the 

image (the act of seeing). While these paintings can – and, to an extent, also should – be viewed as 

encouraging the viewer to take up reading, they also seem to be encouraging them to ‘forget the book’ 

and instead to look at the image, or, ‘still more important, what lies beyond it.’323 Hamburger sees the 

depiction of an open book in front of the reader that the figure is no longer reading (as seen in the 

Rolin Madonna, The Virgin and Child with Canon van der Paele, and the Nieuwenhouve Diptych) as calling the 

authority of the book into question.324 In this sense, the painters favor their own trade, with the 

painting functioning as a (better) vehicle for an inwardly directed gaze.325 

                                                
320 Büttner, ‘Zu einigen Darstellungen des Lesens im Spätmittelalterlichen Handschriften,’ p. 102: ‘Welch ein Unterschied zu 
der Selbstzurückgezogenheit in der jüngeren miniatur.’ 
321 Ibid., p. 101. 
322 Ibid., p. 118: ‘Als im späten Mittelalter Erlebnis- und Ausdrucksfähigkeit sich zu regen begannen richteten sie sich nach 
Mustern aus. Und das nicht nur, weil individuelle Empfindungsfähigkeit bis dahin noch wenig ausgebildet war, sondern weil 
das Nachempfinden bestimmter Muster Seelenheil versprach. Darstellungs- und Rezeptionsweisen bildeten sich zunächst 
also weitgehend kultbezogen aus, was mit sich brachte, dass Erleben nicht als Selbstzweck für den Erlebenden, sondern als 
sittliche Leistung gewertet wurde.’ 
323 Jeffrey Hamburger, ‘Body vs. Book: The Trope of Visibility in Images of Christian-Jewish Polemic,’ in Ästhetik des 
Unsichtbaren: Bildtheorie und Bildgebrauch in der Vormoderne, ed. David Ganz, Thomas Lentes, and Georg Henkel (Berlin: Reimer, 
2004), p. 133. 
324 Hamburger’s argument could be countered by recalling that a book was not just a collection of words or letters that 
could easily be distinguished from an image. In medieval culture, the book was also considered a ‘visual’ object, or a 
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Bret Rothstein also discusses the meta-pictorial value of the donor portraits and 

interprets them as instructive ‘manuals’ on how to see.326 The donor figures, who act as witnesses to the 

spectacular sight of the Virgin and Child or the Man of Sorrows, function as intermediaries who reveal 

to the viewer the complexity of seeing. They witness the Word – represented by the books in front of 

them – becoming Flesh before their eyes. In this sense, the images demonstrate their ability to 

reincarnate the Christ Child, to show him in the flesh and thus also in his spirit. Simultaneously, they 

are nothing but an image of his body and possess the potential to seduce the corporeal sight. This, 

according to Rothstein, is the paradox that the donor images are trying to convey. In different ways, the 

intermediary witnesses act as figures who cause the viewer to reflect upon the relationship between 

corporeal and spiritual sight and the relationship between image and model. This comes about, for 

instance, via representations of figures who venerate images and figures who venerate the Virgin as she 

appears in the painting.327 In short, Rothstein argues that the different ways in which figures are staged 

in the act of looking makes Early Netherlandish Painting capable of showing how sensuous sight can 

ideally lead to spiritual sight.328  

While I am not certain that the politics of devotion can be so easily discerned in pictures, 

as Rothstein seems to argue (an uncertainty that I will discuss below), it seems undeniable that the 

donor paintings concern the act of seeing and that the donors are exemplary figures of beholding. 

Exactly how one should understand the connection between the watching donors and the appearance 

of the divine figure before the donor is not obvious, however, and this has been a dominant issue of 

debate in discussions about this picture type. Craig Harbison wrote in a much-cited article that the 

donors’ ‘glassy stares’ should be understood as being ‘indicative of the[ir] inner visions,’ which then 
                                                                                                                                                            
medium that resembled a body. Hence, reading and handling a book was a highly sensuous experience: see, for instance, 
Hans-Henrik Lohfert Jørgensen, ‘Den multimodale bog: Logos – Imago – Corpus,’ in All Media Are Mixed Media: 
Intersensorisk og intermedial analyse i kunsten, ed. Hans Henrik Lohfert Jørgensen, Astrid Bryder Steffensen, and Camilla 
Skovbjerg Paldam (Aarhus: Aarhus Universitet/Scandinavian Book, 2012), pp. 155–96. 
325 For an account of Jan van Eyck’s sophisticated ways of ‘commenting’ on how paintings could represent the otherworldly, 
see Hamburger, ‘Seeing and Believing,’ pp. 47–69. 
326 Rothstein, Sight and Spirituality in Early Netherlandish Painting, p. 20, passim. 
327 Ibid., pp. 28–29, passim. 
328 Ibid., p. 47. In an interpretation of the Bladelin Triptych, Rothstein reaches the following conclusion: ‘Seeing the image 
of Jesus, they [the Magi] find themselves drawn to him both literally and metaphorically. Just as it leads them to Bethlehem, 
so does corporeal sight also lead them to metaphorical vision – that is, to understanding. In this way the painting provides a 
kind of encouragement for us. It invites us to emulate the Magi, who have begun their long trek toward redemption, and to 
avoid the visible obduracy and evident blindness of the ass. Presenting us with manufactured images of the Incarnation, the 
Bladelin Triptych allows us to see some semblance of the Word made flesh and, in seeing it, to move toward a fuller 
understanding of it.’ In an article on donor paintings from the counter-reformation, Klaus Krüger points out how the 
paintings of this period display a similar pictorial strategy, although in this case, the donors function as intermediaries who 
openly encourage the viewer to venerate the image (here, the sculpture) because its function as a medium that facilitates a 
connection the divine was more overt in counter-reformation image politics. See Klaus Krüger, ‘Authenticity and Fiction: 
On the Pictorial Construction of Inner Presence in Early Modern Italy,’ in Image and Imagination of the Religious Self in Late 
Medieval and Early Modern Europe, ed. Reindert L. Falkenburg, Walter S. Melion, and Todd M. Richardson (Turnhout: 
Brepols, 2007), pp. 37–69. 
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engendered or even prescribed the visionary experiences that the beholder of the painting was meant to 

pursue.329 This idea of donor paintings as pictures that engender meditation and devotion by means of 

identification is echoed in Gelfand and Gibson’s interpretation of the devotional portrait which sees 

the donor picture as a stand-in for the donor, which they call a ‘surrogate self.’ They consider the donor 

portrait to function as a virtual, and thus also immortal, substitute for the donor, who is depicted in 

eternal prayer in the perpetual presence of the Virgin and Child.330 This interpretation implies that the 

picture holds the magical power to actually serve as the donor and also understands it to hold a 

memorial function. Matthew Botvinick presents a somewhat similar take on the donor portrait when he 

argues that it functions as devotion ‘by proxy.’ Setting these portraits in the context of fifteenth-century 

devotional culture, where acts of piety could be traded and exchanged for other similar acts or 

pecuniary measures in order to improve one’s standing in purgatory – ten pater nosters could, for 

instance, serve as the equivalent of a real pilgrimage – he infers that images also functioned this way. 

Hence, donor paintings could be considered valid compensations for pious actions suchthe act itself, 

such as pilgrimages.331 

Such interpretations of donor portraits do not take the painterly innovations of 

inwardness into account, but instead only address the donor’s position in the painting. In this way, they 

overlook a particular feature of the Netherlandish donor portrait, which is precisely the inward-looking 

face, as Johanna Scheel points out in a recent mammoth study of the significance of the vacant face in 

portraits. According to Scheel, the function of the Netherlandish donor portrait should be qualified 

through an examination of the donor’s vacant face, as this is the specific feature of the picture type. She 

sees the impassive face as constituting a moral mirror for the donors, who in many cases were 

portrayed while still young and thus would presumably be the main beholder of the picture for many 

years to come. According to Scheel’s comprehensive study, the vacant face with its blank stare emulates 

a state of vacatio spiritualis – a spiritual susceptibility, so to speak – and thus represents an ideal spiritual 

state for the beholder to identify with.332 The vacant stare also invites the beholder to reflect upon him 

or herself. In fact, in Scheel’s view, the main function of the Netherlandish donor portraits is to invite 

self-reflection – a practice that became increasingly common among the laity in Northern Europe in 

                                                
329 Craig Harbison, ‘Visions and Meditations in Early Flemish Painting,’ Simiolus: Netherlands Quarterly for the History of Art 15, 
no. 2 (1985): 87–118. 
330 Laura Gelfand and Walter S. Gibson, ‘Surrogate Selves: The “Rolin Madonna” and the Late Medieval Devotional 
Portrait,’ Simiolus: Netherlands Quarterly for the History of Art 29, no. 3 (2002): 119–38. 
331 Matthew Botvinick, ‘Painting as Pilgrimage: Traces of a Subtext in the Work of Campin and His Contemporaries,’ Art 
History 15, no. 1 (1992): 1–18. 
332 Johanna Scheel, Das Altniederländische Stifterbild: Emotionsstrategien des Sehens und der Selbsterkenntnis (Berlin: Gebr. Mann 
Verlag, 2014), pp. 173–80. 
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the 1400s, also in writing.333 In this sense, the donors relate to the portrait of themselves as if it were a 

book; just as the personal prayer book is a source for reflection upon one’s deeds and misdeeds, so the 

donor portrait becomes a similar source for self-reflection.334 

 

A Performance of Inwardness in a Theater of Piety 

These varied interpretations of the Netherlandish donor portrait fall into two categories: one that 

regards the donor portrait as an instructive picture that requires an effort from its beholder, which 

ideally leads to reflections on painting, spiritual vision, or oneself, or even to the difficult state of 

meditation, and the other that views the donor portraits as pictures that facilitate and ease the 

demanding acts of prayer and devotion and which may even replace the donor’s exertions completely. 

The first category includes the studies by Scheel, Rothstein, Hamburger, and Harbison – and also 

Belting, Marrow, and Falkenburg, if we include their interpretations, as discussed in the earlier chapters 

– while the latter category is represented by Gibson and Botvinick.  

I would like to suggest viewing the donor portraits as being seated between these two 

chairs, as pictures that are both meant to be instructive and also to comfort their donors and act as 

stand-ins for self-reflection. The mediation of self-reflection, which in the fifteenth-century Low 

Countries was provided by donor portraits and by standard formulations of prayers in books of hours 

and letters of indulgence, falls into the same category as the affective pictures with ‘reactive figures’ 

discussed in chapter 1, as well as the language of meditational manuals: they turn devotion (and thus 

self-reflection) into a formula. While a formula is always prescriptive (and thus instructive), it also 

always relieves the one who follows it of the effort required to make up their own mind on the matter. 

It is in this sense that I see the donor portraits – and also the paintings of reactive figures in 

Netherlandish painting – as falling into both categories. Late medieval devotional culture promoted 

formulaic ways of expressing the inwardness required by ideals of proper spirituality, which was – and 

always has been – difficult for the human mind to obtain. In the fifteenth century, Netherlandish 

painting provided visual solutions to this difficulty of inwardness: the invention of the intermediary 

figure who was a recognizable point of identification for the viewer – either visibly affected or visibly 

inward-looking. 

                                                
333 Ibid., pp. 181–208, 317–319. For a similar conclusion, see Jessica Buskirk, ‘Intimacy and Anticipation in the Devotional 
Portrait Diptych’ (PhD diss., University of California, Berkeley, 2008). For a historical account of the increase in self-
reflection and self-reflective accounts among the laity in Northern Europe in the 1400s, see Eva Schlotheuber, ‘Norm und 
Innerlichkeit: Zur problematischen Suche nach den Anfängen der Individualität,’ Zeitschrift für Historische Forschung 31, no. 3 
(2004): 329–57. 
334 Johanna Scheel, ‘Sich selbst sehen – der Betrachter in und vor dem Bild. Spiegel- und Stifterfiguren in Texten und 
Bildern des 15. Jahrhunderts,’ in Orte der Imagination – Räume des Affekts, Die medieale Formierung des Sakralen, ed. Elke Koch 
and Heike Schlie (Paderborn: Wilhelm Fink Verlag, 2016), pp. 279–310. 
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I believe the figures of the donors should be understood in light of the late medieval 

formulaic view of devotion and self-reflective conduct, like that of the principles of Imitatio Christi and 

meditational manuals such as Meditations on the Life of Christ. What these manuals prescribed was a 

paradoxical mixture of cultivating one’s spiritual relationship to Christ by shunning the sensuous world 

while at the same time evoking a sensuous ‘experience’ for the imagination by, for instance, visualizing 

Christ’s Passion taking place in one’s local surroundings or picturing one’s house or garden as a 

template for one’s meditation on the Song of Songs. The virtual nature of such meditation was 

cultivated in late medieval visual culture and came to be particularly performed in pictures, especially 

via the virtual character of Northern Renaissance painting, as described in chapter 1. The familiarity 

with which scenes from the life of Christ were represented re-enacted the principles of the meditational 

manuals in that they virtually situated the Crucifixion, the Lamentation, the Annunciation, or the 

Nativity in local landscapes, cityscapes, or interiors that were familiar to the viewer.335 This pictorial 

treatment of principles inherent in late medieval devotional culture shows that something changed in 

the fifteenth century. With Early Netherlandish Painting, it became more evident that the devotional 

ideals of identifying with and internalizing narratives from Christian doctrine created a virtual 

‘externalization’ of inward vision via the phantasmatic effects that were characteristic of its style, as I 

have expounded in the preceding chapters. However, the familiarization and virtualization of the 

painting also appears to have turned devotion into theater. The invention of reactive figures and donor 

portraits indicates that a theatrical logic seems to have taken over lay devotional culture in the fifteenth 

century, where one’s inward comportment paradoxically became a virtuous gesture that one wished to 

display. The wealthy donors, who subtly flash their books of hours and letters of indulgence or 

carefully display their absorption in prayer books as a sign of their piety, seem to have been taking part 

in a culture where the exposure of a supposedly intimate relationship with Christ was part of a larger 

theatrical logic of devotion. This assumption is, of course, a circumstance that is difficult to prove, but 

it is nevertheless probable. 

 But how does the painterly innovation of subtle indications of inwardness that is our 

topic in this chapter relate to theatricality? What do the allusions to inwardness in the faces and books 

in donor portraits have to say about the function of the Flemish pictures? As I see it, this is one of the 

most telling visual characteristics of late medieval and early Renaissance culture. The pictorial invention 

of allusions to a figure’s or object’s interiority, for which I find ample evidence in the portraits discussed 

above, demonstrates a novel way of representing the ‘natural’ world as something charged with 

                                                
335 The emergent realism in devotional images is thus to be understood in relation to meditational manuals, as pointed out 
by Daniel Arasse (see note 111) and Reindert Falkenburg (see note 175). 
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extrasensory significance. The realistic style of the fifteenth century brings an intimate quality to the 

figures and objects in the paintings in that they clearly appear to contain more than what the eye can 

see. 

Hence, this style does not reveal a new and complex symbolism, as Panofsky would have 

it, nor do the pious figures only function as comportment guides for the viewer to imitate and copy, as 

many of the voices quoted in this dissertation argue. Instead, I see the painters’ style as introducing – 

via the means of illusionistic depth – a pictorial quality to the appearance of the sensuous world. By 

‘pictorial quality,’ I mean an appearance that strives to appear to be more than what it is. The images 

painted by van Eyck, Petrus Christus, Rogier van der Weyden, and their contemporaries are great 

examples of this striving: by demonstrating a keen attention to illustrating a sense of a figure’s 

embodied interiority, they create a pictorial allure. In other words, they trick the eye into believing that 

the figure’s interior is filled with depth. I see this visual invention to be closely connected to 

contemporary devotional culture, which was also striving to charge the ordinary world with extra 

significance. Given that meditational manuals guided the reader to make use of their daily surroundings 

as a backdrop for Gospel narratives and that the images showed recognizable cityscapes and interiors in 

indoor scenes like the Annunciation, it is difficult to imagine that the sensuous world as experienced by 

a fifteenth-century devotee did not take color from this. Hence, I am implying that the intimate effects 

created in the Flemish paintings through the use of naturalistic means reflect how the devotional 

culture of the late Middle Ages had already pollinated the sensuous world with a pictorial, or virtual, 

quality. The natural, lived world was an imaginary stage on which the devotee could perform his piety – 

in his imagination or in the city streets. The household was more than an ordinary interior: it was a 

potential scene for the Annunciation; similarly, the city streets were no ordinary streets: they were an 

imaginable road to Calvary. It is in this sense that the ‘pictorial quality’ of donor portraits relates to a 

theatrical logic; a logic which allowed the donor to imagine him or herself in the world as if it were a 

picture.  

 

Like a Shot/Reverse Shot Effect 

I would now like to draw a comparison to cinema, particularly popular cinema, in order to illustrate my 

point about the sensuous world being pollinated with pictorial qualities. This may seem preposterous 

for some, given the five hundred years that divide the Early Netherlandish donor portrait and cinema. I 

must emphasize, however, that this is not an attempt to put cinema and donor portraits on the exact 

same footing, or to say that there is a clear line of intimate aesthetics running from the fifteenth to the 

twentieth century. Nevertheless, I find that there are similar mechanisms at play in the two media types, 
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especially considering the way they both relate to and address their audience in conformity with a 

certain style, which are of relevance to a broader question as to what the invention of an intimate 

aesthetic may entail. 

To put it in general terms, both cinema and the donor portrait conform to certain 

typological schemata, and they both endeavor to mirror mechanisms of the gaze. In the case of cinema, 

the face holds a prominent position and can be said to constitute one of the fundamental elements of 

modern movie-making. The cinematic close-up, developed and stylized by filmmakers such as D. W. 

Griffith (1875–1948) and Carl Th. Dreyer (1889–1968), isolated the image of the face and disconnected 

it from the narrative space. In films such as Dreyer’s Jeanne D’Arc (1928), for instance, the isolated faces 

were meant to communicate the character’s inner depth, and for directors like Dreyer, the abstraction 

offered an opportunity to represent the inner life, not the outer (ill. 3.12).336  

In one of his essays on ‘the spirit of film,’ the Hungarian film critic and writer Béla Balázs 

(1884–1949) wrote about the cinematic close-up in terms reminiscent of the accounts of the 

Andachtsbild discussed above. The close-up, or 

‘severed heads’ in Griffith’s movies, as Balázs 

calls them, were capable of creating interest 

without any reference or recourse to a space 

or narrative simply because the spatial 

relationship between the different muscles of 

the face – the film’s micro-physiognomy – 

creates interesting expressions in itself: ‘It is 

their relation to one another that creates 

expression. These relations have no extension 

and no direction in space. No more than do feelings and thoughts, ideas and associations’ (ill. 3.13).337 

According to Balázs, the face is the sole carrier of the ‘inner action’ of the film, resulting in the 

circumstance that the face hardly needs to act anymore, as micro-physiognomy is able to express 

meanings ‘between the lines’ or ‘between the features.’338  

                                                
336 In a documentary about Carl Th. Dreyer, Dreyer pinpoints the effects of his style in an interview: ‘Wherein lies the 
opportunity to renew the cinematic language? For my part, it lies in abstraction. The art of representing the inner and not 
the outer life’ (‘Hvori ligger muligheden for at forny filmsproget? For mit vedkommende i abstraktionen. Kunsten at 
fremstille det indre og ikke det ydre liv’). See Carl Th. Dreyer – Min métier, directed by Torben Skjødt Jensen (Denmark: Steen 
Herdel & Co./Unni Straume Filmproduksjon, 1995), ca. 19:11, my translation. 
337 Bela Balàzs, Early Film Theory: The Visible Man and The Spirit of Film, ed. Erica Cater, trans. Rodney Livingstone (New 
York/Oxford: Berghahn Books in association with Screen, 2011), p. 101. 
338 Ibid., p. 103. 

3.12. Still from Carl Th. Dreyer, The Passion of Joan of Arc, 1928, 
Société générale de Films, France. 
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In the 1910s and 1920s, the effect of inwardness communicated by the close-up became 

particularly useful in a new type of editing, or montage technique, called the Kuleshov effect, created by 

the Russian filmmaker Lev Kuleshov (1899–1970). 

 
3.13. Still of Grace Kelly and James Stewart from Alfred Hitchcock, Rear Window, 1954, Patron Inc., USA. 

 
By combining one close-up with another close-up or image related to the narrative of the film and then 

another cut to the original close-up, a film sequence could relate the face’s expression to the events or 

visual impressions in the following images. This technique was later employed in the so-called 

shot/reverse shot technique, where a sequence of close-ups would create the illusion of an exchange of 

gazes between different faces (ill. 3.14, 3.15). Hollywood cinema refined this technique to perfection 

and created a very immersive visual language – enhanced by smooth, linear ‘continuity editing’ – which 

was capable of plunging the viewer into the position of the characters on the screen.  

Such visual techniques can have a powerful effect on one’s sensory apparatus. I believe 

that this experience is familiar to many of us on leaving the cinema after having seen a thriller or a 

James Bond movie and then, as an after-effect, perceiving the world as a movie scene. Our eyes now 

see the surroundings as if they were a landscape from the movie, and our own behavior adapts a little 

to the feeling of being observed by a camera. The strong identification with the film’s characters 

assured by the editing techniques and close-ups gives rise to such imaginary pleasure. The lived world, 

in other words, becomes pollinated with a cinematic quality.  
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 It is in this sense that I find that donor portraits and cinema operate via similar 

mechanisms. I am not suggesting that donors walked around the cobbled streets of fifteenth-century 

Burgundy feeling as though they were being observed by a camera, but I propose to interpret the 

movie-goers’ experience of the 

world’s cinematic quality as 

something that resembles the 

pictorial quality of the donor 

portraits. This pictorial quality – 

engendered by subtle and 

ambiguous references to 

inwardness – seems to me to be 

a key element in cultivating the 

donor’s devotional performance 

in compliance with the period’s 

ideals of identification with, 

imitation of, and fantasies of closeness to the divine: as such, a theater of piety. 

 

The Trouble with Inwardness 

Meanwhile, what also stands out when comparing donor portraits with cinema is a shared meta-

pictorial awareness of the representational limitations of the face. In cinema, the face is the element for 

calling attention to the medium itself, to its fundamental component: the still image. According to 

Balàzs, close-ups were all 

‘image-like in nature and yet 

non-spatial.’ 339   As the film 

theorist Mary Ann Doane 

explains, from the very 

beginning the close-up was 

intimately connected with 

reflections on the medium of 

cinema itself. In the 1920s, the 

French Impressionists’ (the film-

                                                
339 Ibid., p. 101. 

3.14. Still from Sergio Leone, The Good, the Bad and the Ugly, 1966, United 
Artists/Produzione Europee Associate. 

3.15. Still from Sergio Leone, Once Upon a Time in the West, 1968, Paramount 
Pictures, and others. 
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makers, not the painters) idea of the inarticulable essence of film, the ‘cinematic specificity,’ was bound 

up with the close-up – anchored in the concept of photogénie that encompasses those aspects of cinema 

that exceed language.340 Doane also quotes Balàzs’s writings on the close-up and Walter Benjamin, who 

described the characteristics of the cinematic medium through its use of close-up, leading her to 

conclude that ‘of all the different types of shots, it is the close-up that is most fully associated with the 

screen as surface…. The image becomes, once more, an image rather than a threshold onto the world. 

Or rather, the world is reduced to this face, this object.’341  

The inherent image-like quality of the face that we have noted above is also evoked in 

cinema and cinematic theory, once more confronting us with the tension between the invisible and the 

visible that is generated by the abstracted face, which occasions reflections on the specificity of the 

medium. In cinema, the face also becomes a kind of text, which does not reveal any particular content, 

but whose content is created in and of the viewing process:  

 

The face is a type of ‘deep’ text, a text whose meaning is complicated by a change and by 

a constant series of alterations between a reader and an author who is strangely 

disembodied, neither present nor absent, found in neither part nor whole, but, in fact, 

created by this reading. Because of this convention of interpretation, it is not surprising 

that we find that one of the great topoi of Western literature has been the notion of the 

face as book.342 

 

We could add to this that – starting from the Netherlandish donor portraits in particular – the face as 

book is arguably also a great topos of Western painting. And, like cinema’s fascination with the close-up, 

we also find that an interest in the medium of the picture goes hand in hand with early portraiture of 

the fifteenth century. In fact, descriptions of the portrait, be they quotidian quotations from antiquity 

or philosophical treaties from the Enlightenment, have also always been theoretical discussions about 

the relationship between the model and its image, between essence and appearance, truth and illusion, 

and durability and the transitory nature of representation. When talking about the image of the human 

                                                
340 Mary Ann Doane, ‘The Close-Up: Scale and Detail in the Cinema,’ differences: A Journal of Feminist Cultural Studies 14, no. 3 
(2003): 89: ‘For [Jean] Epstein, it [the close-up] is intricately bound up with an ethics: “I would describe as photogenic any 
aspect of things, beings or souls whose moral character is enhanced by filmic reproduction.”… The close-up is the 
privileged site for this experience of photogénie.’ 
341 Ibid., p. 91. 
342 Susan Stewart, On Longing: Narratives of the Miniature, the Gigantic, the Souvenir, the Collection (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 1984), italics in original, quoted in Doane, ‘The Close-Up,’ p. 97.  
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face, one necessarily invokes reflections on the ever-so-elusive effect of the image as such.343 This 

conflict is also at play – and to an even stronger degree – in donor portraits in that the donor’s wish to 

appear pious and inward-looking clashes with their desire to demonstrate their wealth. The donors in 

the Flemish paintings come off as affluent and well-to-do with their brocaded cloaks and velvety 

clothing – an appearance that does not harmonize that well with the virtues of humility and modesty. 

The fact that van Eyck chose to paint over the purse hanging from Chancellor Rolin’s belt in the Rolin 

Madonna shows that the subject and/or the painter were aware of this conflict – and of the difficulty of 

finding a balance between displaying piety and prosperity. 344  Most often, the donor was more 

prosperous than pious, as was the case with Rolin.345  

In my view, the way that painters begin to allude to interiority in Early Netherlandish 

donor portraits – with inward-looking gazes and piety props such as purses containing letters of 

indulgence and prayer books – demonstrates an awareness of the troubles that come with wanting to 

represent inwardness. The allusions – that is, the painterly method discussed in this chapter – are, in 

other words, indications of the painters’ awareness of the task they face: that bringing interiority to the 

surface is an inherently dialectical affair.  

As I see it, the donor portraits provide apposite examples of a fundamental problem in 

Christian devotional culture: When inner convictions are what constitutes one’s faith, how can one 

guarantee that faith to one’s group or community? The more the late medieval church sought a 

unanimous devotional program and the more it wanted to control people’s inner convictions, the more 

sanctions it installed, such as the demand for yearly confession and communion (introduced at the 

Lateran Council of 1215, as mentioned in chapter 2). Yet one can tell from the many rules and 

regulations regarding confessional practice and public comportment handed down from the thirteenth 

and fourteenth centuries that strong principles of inner, solitary faith creates challenges in the social 

realm – particularly challenges of a visual nature. This is especially evident in monastic orders of the 

period. Dallas Denery and Jean-Claude Schmitt have shown how convents of the thirteenth and 

fourteenth centuries created strict behavioral codes,requiring friars to display an ever more virtuous 

countenance and to maintain ‘discipline and chastity’ in every act and gesture as if he were being 

watched by someone.346 The confessional culture – which grew in popularity in those centuries – 

                                                
343 Édouard Pommier, Théories du portrait: De la Renaissance aux Lumières (Paris: Gallimard, 1998), p. 30: ‘On peut parler du 
portrait en des termes contradictoires: un portrait si ressemblant qu’il fait illusion; mais une ressemblance qui laisse peut-être 
échapper l’essentiel, l’âme de l’homme […]. Et la précarité inhérente aux materiaux du portrait, la toile, le bois, le marbre, le 
bronze meme, ne condemnerait-elle pas la valeur memorial du portrait à s’inscrire dans une durée dont le terme serait aussi 
incertain qu’inéluctable?’ 
344 Belting, Spiegel der Welt, p. 130. 
345 Rothstein, Sight and Spirituality in Early Netherlandish Painting, pp. 111–12. 
346 Denery, Seeing and Being Seen, pp. 7–9. 
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developed into a surveillance strategy for the mendicant orders, which taught the penitent not only to 

reveal himself fully to the confessor, but also ‘to see himself through the confessor’s gaze.’347 To make 

one’s penitence visible, a whole vocabulary of typified gestures was put to use, which included tears and 

sighs,348 a vocabulary which shows that the late medieval devotee understood a man’s gestures to reveal 

his otherwise invisible character and that this relationship between the outer and the inner served as an 

excellent instrument of surveillance.349 However, the number of rules relating to one’s appearance and 

the systematized codifications of gestures also seems to reveal that the belief that there was a 

transparent congruence between visible signs and the invisible soul was perhaps not entirely reliable. 

After all, gestures can be empty when they are insincere.  

 The combined display of devotion and wealth in Early Netherlandish donor portraits can 

be said to exhibit the potential emptiness and insincerity of a pious gesture. But in doing so, they also 

disclose something fundamental about the nature of the visual. They demonstrate the difficulty, if not 

the impossibility, of discernment when it comes to visual representation. It is impossible to tell, based 

on the visual impression alone, whether the donor figure appears pious or not, whether she is looking 

inward or not. The image alone – that is, the visual gesture alone – does not validate the intention 

behind it; it cannot show the viewer its meaning. What the dialectic effects of the donor paintings do 

show us, meanwhile, is that the impossibility of unveiling what lies beneath the surface had become a 

source of pleasure for the human gaze in the fifteenth century. The ambiguity that is a result of the 

allusions to inwardness is presented with great care by the Flemish painters. As demonstrated above, 

the dialectic effect of partly revealing and partly hiding is executed with precision, as in Petrus 

Christus’s donor portrait in the SMK collection, where the folded letter is only peeking out of the 

purse. These painterly effects of inwardness display a fresh type of visual representation that gives the 

image a new power of ambiguity; namely, the power to capture the viewer’s imagination. The dialectic 

appearance of the donors’ faces with their vacant stares, the books of hours only partly revealing their 

pages, the letter with its upper corner turned inwards, and so on are all visual undertakings that operate 

under the workings of the human gaze, not a godly gaze. God’s gaze sees through every surface; the 

human gaze is resigned to imagine what hides behind what it sees.  

                                                
347 Ibid., pp. 8–9. 
348 Perkinson, The Likeness of the King, p. 48: ‘By the thirteenth century, such ideas were embraced by new generations of 
monastic reformers, in particular the mendicant orders, whose preaching and confessional manuals stressed the degree to 
which heartfelt contrition for sins should be manifested in perceptible signs such as tears, gestures and sighs. At the same 
time, the authors of such manuals began to worry about the reliability of such signs – an anxiety that reveals the extent to 
which the interpretation of bodily appearances had become deeply enmeshed in contemporary penitential practices.’ 
349 Jean-Claude Schmitt, ‘The Rationale of Gestures in the West: Third to Thirteenth Centuries,’ in A Cultural History of 
Gesture, ed. Jan N. Bremmer and Herman Roodenburg (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1991), p. 66. 
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In art history, the invention of linear perspective in fifteenth-century Italy and the 

Flemings’ acute sense of ‘objective observation’ are usually given as the key examples of the 

paradigmatic shift in the way humanity’s place in the world was understood in Western culture. These 

circumstances allowed the early Renaissance subject to find a way of looking at the world using human 

means and thus of positioning themselves as a subject.350 But when we think of these types of ‘rational 

observation’ as an early sign of modern liberation from the totality of the religious world order, we tend 

to think of the ‘peculiar piety’ of Early Netherlandish Painting as something that is steeped in a 

religious paradigm. However, what I wish to point out with this chapter on the face ‘as image’ and the 

discussion of intimacy in fifteenth-century Northern Renaissance painting is that its characteristic ‘sense 

of intimacy’ and painterly effects of inwardness can also be considered an outcome of a new, visual, 

‘modern’ order. The modern quality of the Flemings’ style is characterized by gradually allowing more 

room for the human inclination to infuse the visible world with more than what meets the eye. The 

human gaze is thus not only a gaze that ‘observes objectively,’ but also a gaze that ‘imagines 

subjectively’ when looking. This circumstance seems to have primarily been a cause of fear in much of 

the Middle Ages, considering the many guidelines on how to recognize the relationship between body 

and soul via visual signs. Undoubtedly, this fear continued way into the early modern era.351 However, 

Early Netherlandish Painting is an apt example of the fact that painting’s appeal to the human 

imagination – its phantasmatic workings – also created a delightful allure and suspense, and that this 

allure found new prominence in the visual culture of the West.  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
350 In The Group Portraiture of Holland, Alois Riegl argues that Early Netherlandish Painting did not manage to represent any 
independent subjectivity and thus also did not manage to represent any notion of a modern understanding of the human 
being. For Riegl, fifteenth-century donor portraits were too concerned with the need for salvation to communicate the 
‘attentiveness’ that is the defining psychological characteristic of Dutch group portraiture and also ‘the most subjective of all 
psychological states.’ Although Riegl sees the donor portraits as predecessors of the group portrait and thus as a beginning 
of the preoccupation with faces and psychological states that was so characteristic of Northern Europe, he considered the 
donors’ faces to demonstrate the late medieval occupation with likeness and nothing else: ‘In the Middle Ages physical 
attributes were seen simply as a necessary means to express the soul, the only thing worthy of attention.’ See Alois Riegl, The 
Group Portraiture of Holland (Getty Publications Virtual Library, 1999), available online: 
https://www.getty.edu/publications/virtuallibrary/089236548X.html, accessed November 14, 2019, p. 67. In contrast to 
Riegl’s preoccupation with the donors’ appearances, I am more interested in the way in which the paintings address the 
viewer and how they cater to the human imagination by way of allusions. It is this kind of appeal to the viewing subject’s 
imagination that I believe adheres to a more modern self-understanding in line with the invention of perspective and 
naturalistic representation. 
351 Cole, ‘The Demonic Arts and the Origin of the Medium,’ pp. 621–40. 
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CONCLUSION 

 

In this dissertation I have brought the notion of intimacy and inwardness to the fore of the study of 

Early Netherlandish Painting. In doing so, I hope to have shown that the ‘sense of intimacy’ so 

characteristic of the Flemish painters’ style and so often noticed, but not elaborated upon, by scholars 

is an essential trait of the visual developments taking place in the early Renaissance. The intimacy at 

play in the religious paintings by van Eyck, van der Weyden, Christus, Bouts and their contemporaries 

is a virtual effect, first of all, which is brought about by their specific representation of depth and the 

type of naturalism that demonstrates a meticulous rendering of details and careful attention to surface 

textures. This virtuality likens the painting to a mental image, or rather, an inner, meditational image, 

which - in the imagination of the viewer – is full of details on which the devotee can contemplate. This 

is not a new discovery in art history, as such, but only rarely are these new painterly circumstances 

related to its implications in visual culture.  

I have presented the hypothesis, that this virtual effect not only reflects the Flemings’ 

ability to observe the appearance of the world, but that it also reveals an increasingly phantasmatic 

engagement with the appearance of the world. The representation of the world as a ‘mental image’ – a 

phantasm – in paintings seems to me to present the possibility that the people engaged in their own 

appearance and the representation of it, such as donors and the aristocracy, may also have begun to see 

their own appearance in the world as if it were an image. The images, which depict the natural world in 

virtual form and which include the donor within the picture frame, in other words offer a framework of 

an imaginary kind to its viewers. Just like myths and mythical stories have always offered mankind a 

framework for its conception of the world, I understand the virtual scenery to offer fifteenth century 

people (i.e. the privileged people) a framework that offers a certain kind of meaning – a visually 

enchanted, phantasmatic kind.  

Hence, with this hypothesis I have wished to add to the scholarly field another kind of 

understanding of Early Netherlandish Painting than that which situates the advent of naturalism as a 

result of an increasingly objective and observational mentality or as the result of an increasing ‘demand’ 

of details and realism for the practice of devotional meditation. Early Netherlandish Painting shows a 

moment in the history of painting when images represented the human world – not the divine sphere – 

as splendid and at the same time familiar scenarios, and in doing so it also shows us a moment when 

the scopic drive of the human gaze came into view in images. Images thus began to appeal to a human 

gaze more than to a godly gaze. 
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 I have called attention to consumption motifs and donor portraits as particularly lucid 

examples of this mode of sight. They are images that seek to establish an intimate relation with its 

viewer, partly by appealing to be ‘taken in’ by the viewer, partly by evoking curiosity as to what hides on 

the inside of the depicted figure or motif. These images show that for an intimate aesthetic to be 

established, the image has to appeal to the viewer’s inmost, i.e. the imagination and the desire. This 

visual effect is also at play in intimate aesthetics of later centuries, I believe, such as in the absorbed 

figures in eighteenth century paintings of Chardin or figures in Hammershøi’s paintings of the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth century, who turn their back to the viewer. 

 This has been a study about inwardness and intimacy, but I hope to have shown that it is 

also a study of what images do and how they assert power over us. The late Middle Ages and early 

Renaissance provides a great source of study for these questions, as it was a period intensely occupied 

with the question of the psychological effects and influence of images. In drawing parallels to the art of 

cinema, I have wished to point out connections between images types, which are perhaps lost in 

discourses on painting as an art form and in the increasingly specialized categories of academic studies. 

Studying the topic of intimacy and inwardness further than what time has allowed me to do in this 

dissertation, it would be interesting to trace how certain periods in the history of Western painting were 

subject to a de- or increase in intimate aesthetics (the aesthetics of the counter-reformation seems, for 

instance, to be little concerned with intimacy) and what social conditions occasioned the need for the 

representation of inwardness and an intimate style.   
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